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Much of the literature on aciult learning suggests that adults generally 

prefer to learn in ways that allow them to maintain control over the learning 

process. They want to determine the content, the methods used, and the ways 

in which their learning activities will be assessed. The literature also suggests 

that organizations expect their professional educators to be self-directed and 

independent in their efforts to remain current in their area of expertise, and be 

responsible for their own professional development. 

This study considers the question: what role does self-directed learning 

play in post-secondary teachers' efforts to maintain both personal and 

professional growth during their career? Growing out of the prirnary question, 

are the following: what self-directed learning activities did the educators 

participate in over the past twelve months? what reasons did they give for 

engaging in these activities? what methods did they use to learn? what did 

they perceive as inhibiting them h m  becoming more active in their learning? 

what personal characteristics either enabled them or limited their ability to 

participate in self-directed learning? and, what resources did the educators use 

to meet their learning needs? 

In order to answer these questions, the researcher i n t e ~ e w e d  twenty- 

eight members of a post-secondary faculty of a proprietary institution in 



Ontario using a semi-structured interview protucol. The individual taped 

i n t e ~ e w s  lasted appmximately one hour each. 

The hdings suggest that by a significant margin, this group of 

educators were active learners who preferred the self-directed approach for 

both their personal and professional learning. They engaged in a breadth of 

learnings, many of which were of a personal nature rather than job-related. 

The educators, however, were often able to apply some benefit h m  a learning 

to their own teaching context. 

The study suggests that self-directed learning does play a significant d e  

in post-secondary teachers' efforts to maintain both personal and professional 

gmwth during their careers. Professional development activities, therefore, 

might be more effective if they were designed to accommodate the self-directed 

learning tendencies and perceived needs of those who are to be "developed." 
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INTRODUCTION 

Background to the Problem 

At no time in history have individuals and organizations needed the skills 

and tools to access information to the degree that they do now in this 

information or knowledge age. Donald Baker, in his review of Revitalizinp 

Hieher Education, states that "...the gathering force of the electronic 

information age has underlined the urgency for more and better education" 

i 1995, p. 11 1). Because of this, the education of all members of society has 

become increasingly important, since the ability of the educational institutions 

to proiide them with the necessary tools for today may seriously affect 

societyk ability to continue to successfd!y compete in the world market. In 

fact. George (1996) argues that "Under investment in higher education may 

well be the most significant challenge to economic renewal in a globally 

cornpetitive, knowledge-based economy" (p. 6). Extending this concept furthel-, 

Baker (1995) states that "...it is the common coin of governments and 

international agencies that human resources are the most valuable resource in 

any society" and whether college and university faculties are willing to accept 

the notion, "...those of us in higher education are in the resource development 

business" (p. i i i 1. 

The cmcial need to develop people is becoming clearer, however, at a 

time when there appears to be a marked dissatisfaction with the delivery of 

education at al1 levels, including higher education. According to Tucker (1984, 

"Unforhinately, public confidence in higher education is declining at the same 

time that financial support is eroding. The public is telling higher education to 



do more with less" (p. 265). Also, critics such as hturist  Alvin Toffler have 

expressed their concerns about the education system. Tucker (1984) indicates 

that Toffler is ".... highly critical of current education and refers ta it as 'a 

hopeless anachronism' because of its orientation toward the past rather than 

the future. He argues that education appropriate for an industrial age is no 

longer adequate for the post-industrial age" (p. 265). 

In addition ta the system responding as a whole to the criticisms leveled 

at the system, there are challenges for individual teachers to address. For 

instance, cuniculum is being constantly modified to accommodate 

technological changes, and this requires that the teachers find wayç of 

updating their own technical knowledge and skills. Also, in the larger 

population centers, the student body is becoming more heterogeneous as it 

more closely represents the diverse ethnicity of our population; at the same 

tirne the number of students who are older and more experienced with life is 

growing. Tucker (1984) indicates that "This 'new clientele' for higher education 

is composed of different kinds of learners with wide ranges of abilities, interests 

and life experiences. They may have more experience than the instructor and 

be as knowledgeable in some subjects" (p. 264). Grabowski (1981) finds that 

"some individuals are entering professions at a penod later in life than the 

usual lock-step progression through school; and some are making mid-career 

changes in profession; and some are developing an avid desire to l e m  at  a time 

later in life than traditional education permits" (p. 91). 

Because of their depth of experience in life and the world of work, we 

cannot assume that these students are either able or willing to accept the 

traditional approach to formal education. They are adults who will want to 

strongly influence the structure of the curriculum and how it is presented to 

them. This is the 'new clientele.' Their level of satisfaction with the pmgrams 



they are enrolled in can be measured, at  least in part, by the attrition rate 

fkom them. Because attrition rates are a concern of many post-secondas- 

institutions, it may be that this is a result of the level of dissatisfaction with 

what the students encounter at  these institutions. 

The foregoing raises the question of how the educational system is 

responding to these challenges relative to teacher development, particularly at 

the post-secondary level where good teaching is expected, but where the 

teaching role receives less attention than it does at the elementary and 

secondary levels. How does the teaching faculty perceive the opportunities for 

pmfessionai growth provided by their institution, and what action does the 

individual take to adjust to the 'new clientele' and to the constantly changing 

teachingAearning environment? 

Purpose of the Study 

This study considers the key question: What role does self-directed 

learning play in a post-secondary teacher's efforts to maintain both persona1 

and professional growth over hidher career? In order to assist in answering 

this question, the study considers the self-directed leanring activities of some of 

the faculty members of one proprietary (i.e. private, for-profit) educational 

institution over a twelve month period. 

Subsidiary questions that assist in answering the key question are as 

follows: 

1. What self-directed learning activities did the faculty members engage in 

over the last year? 

2. What reasons do the faculty members give for engaging in these 

activities? 



What methods did the faculty members use to leam in a self-directed 

fas hion? 

What do they perceive as inhibiting them from becoming more active in 

their learning? 

What do they perceive as personal characteristics andlor skills that 

either enable them, or limit their ability to participate in self-directed 

le arning? 

What reçources did the respondents use for their learning needs? 

To what degree do the respondents perceive success in their learning 

activi tie s? 

Scope of the Study 

A c w e n t  search of the literature has not revealed any studies of the 

self-directed learning activities of the teaching faculty of post-secondary 

educational organizations and, in particular, non degree granting institutions. 

This study brings together these two aspects: the professional growth of the 

post-secondary teacher, and the post-secondary teacher as a self-directed 

learner. It provides some insights as to the extent to which this group of 

teachers participates in both persona1 and professional (job-relatedl self- 

directed learning activities. In particular, it identifies: a) the number and type 

of self-directed learning activities the faculty engaged in, over a twelve month 

penod, b) their reasons for their participation in these leaniing activities, and 

c) their perceived success in, and degree of completion of the activities. 

This study is founded on research and literature that identifies the 

learning activities of post-secondary faculty members who are adults, 

professionals and teachers. It will be unique in at least two ways. Firçt, 

whereas previous studies have focused on a number of professional 



occupations including teachers, pharmacists, engineers, clergymen, nurses, 

and others (Tough, 1978), the source of the data for this study is the faculty of 

a for-profit post-secondary educational institution. 

The faculty is  multicultural, with a varie@ of international educational 

backgrounds and teaching and/or professional practice experiences. Secondy, 

the study concentrates on the self-directed learning activities of some of the 

faculty members in order to more fully understand the dimension of this aspect 

of their learning and its perceived impact on their role as teachers. 

From previous studies on adult learning, it is reasonable to assume that 

the faculty members have been engaged in self-directed learning activities 

during the past year. No assumption is made, however, about the number or 

focus of these activities. The study also assumes that the contelit, i.e. the 

working environment, has had an impact on the faculty's learning activities. 

and this is captured by requesting the teachers' perception of its impact. 

Teacher Preparation 

If we want our teaching professionds to be more effective, we need more 

than just his or her technical ability to be developed. Cranton (1996) refers to 

the process of developing teaching practice as involving both personal and 

professional growth (p.76). She States further that, "Educators' individual 

development and their d e  in work and social contexts cannot be separated. 

Leaming is both a process of socialization and a process of changeU(p. 142). In 

their discussion of professionals, Cervero, Azzaretto, and Associates (1990) 

argue that "technical rationality does not adequately describe the forms of 

knowledge that distinguish the excellent practitioner h m  the merely adequate 

one" (p. 167). StefFy (1989) points out that "The calling of teaching is not to 

attain technical brilliance, but to 'do good' with (students)" (p. 2). 



The question then arises as to what can be done to adequately support 

teachers so that they can cope effectively with the "....complex.ity, diversity 

and uncertainty (which is) central to (their) professional and persona1 lives" 

(Hargreaves, 1994, p. 28). This, in tum leads us to ask what foms of faculty 

development are appropriate, available and fiscally accessible, particularly to 

teachers in institutions of higher education. 

At present, "Most teacher education and developrnent initiatives rest on 

efforts.. . .to get teachers to improve their knowledge and skills of teaching and 

thereby also raise the status of the profession" (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 7). 

Steffy (1989) states that, "Traditional sta f f  development .... views teachers as 

inanimate objects, without a free will, or without the means to refuse to use 

what has been explained to them" (p. 6). However, this traditional approach 

"....does not acknowledge or address the personal identities and moral purposes 

of teachers, nor the cultures and contexts in which they work" (Hultmann and 

Horberg, 1993, in Hargreaves, 1994, p. 8). 

Following traditional approaches and limited by fiscal constraints, most 

professional programs are designed to accommodate large numbers of 

pmicipants as a group. Steffy (1989) states that, "Large group lectures are 

still a dominant mode of teacher in-service activities. Teachers are told and 

told and told" (p. 7). This type of professional development, however, may not 

produce the desired results. In fact, Steffy (1989) suggests that this approach 

benefits only a few teachers, and these are the ones who need it least (p. 7). 

Munson (1992) refers to the disadvantage of using presentations or 

lectures to instruct o r  train staff. He states that, 

Although lectures reach large numbers of people efficiently, the 
lack of listener participation encourages mind wandering and 
impedes leaming. Such a result would be of particular concern in 
the case of employer-initiated training where the participants' 



attendance is a requirement imposed by the employer and not due 
to a self-generated interest in the subject matter. (p. 5) 

Kops (19931, however, suggests that there is possibly a better way to 

accomplish an organization's goals in relation to its staff'. He refers to some of 

the benefits of embracing the notion of self-directed leaming: 

A great deal of time and resources are invested by organizations 
in management training and development. By and large these 
resources are invested in fomal training programs and activities, 
Le., learning which is controlled by others. By paying more 
attention to the self-planned learning, organizations can expand 
management development and learning without a significant 
investment of additional resources. (p. 3) 

A reasonable assumption arising from this statement would be that post- 

secondary teaching faculty and the institutions they work for might alço 

benefit from this approach to staff development without consumption of large 

amounts of fiscal resources. 

Teachers as Leamers 

A significant body of research exists describing the learning activities of 

adults as self-directed learners, both as they learn independently and as they 

participate as students in formal educational settings. A h ,  there have been 

studies of groups h m  various occupations, including the professions, with 

regard to their learning behaviours. The common goal in this area of research 

is to extend Our knowledge of the learning activities of adult learners in various 

situations in order that the most effective approaches be used to assist these 

adults in their leaming quest. 

Though much research has focused on teachers and their critical role in 

education to assist others in their learning program, there has been relatively 

little that has viewed the teachers as learners, themselves. 



In reference to his efforts to locate other studies related to his study of 

elementary school teachers as leamers, Fair (1973) stated thet, "A search 

was undertaken to discover documented evidence that other people had also 

witnessed the deliberate leaming efforts of teachers. Examples were difficult 

to locate" (p. 4). He also indicated that "....litde is known about how the 

teacher learns .... there is virtually no empirical data on the learning behaviour 

of teachers" (p. 7). In addition to t h i s  worthy area for research, most of the 

studies of teachers have concentrated on the teacher at the elementary or 

secondary level with relatively little attention being given to the teacher at the 

post-secondary level. 

The report of the Holmes Group, Tomorrow's Teachers, (1986) states 

ciearly that there has not been sufficient study on the subject of teacher 

leaming. They suggest that, " A h )  important line of work should focus on 

teachers' learning .... There is more to be done here than in the study of 

pedagogy, for research on teachers' leamhg is still weakly developed" (p. 17). 

In this report they refer not to just elementary and secondary school teachers, 

but even to our universities where there are similar problems. 

"Universities .... strive to hire highly qualified academic specialists who know 

their subjects well .... But few of these specialists know how to teach well" (p. 

16 1 .  

Post-Secondaw Teachers 

Teachers at the post-secondary level are not required to have any 

fonnal teacher training. Cranton (1996) states that, "...rnost educators in 

colleges are not prepared teachers, but rather experts in a content area" (p. 8). 

However, "even new educators .... have many years of experience in educational 

systems (including being a learner) and learn through questioning their 



experiences" (Cranton, 1996, p. 46). They express a high level of confidence in 

their ability to teach in a manner that is a t  Ieast as effective as the instruction 

they received during their years of forma1 education. In their earnest desire to 

meet their studentsf needs, they recognize the need to continue to grow both 

professionally and personally in order to improve the way they teach. 

"Behaviours are simply very limited extensions of a belief system, a concept of 

self and an orientation to life and work ..." (Stefi, 1989, p. 8). 

Post-secondary teachers appear to have very clear preferences as to 

how they want to l e m ,  and are aware of how they learn best. They, in fact, 

provide another example of how adults go about learning what they want 

andlor need to l e m .  They acknowledge the importance of the formal training 

that they have received, but this does not condition them to be totally 

dependent on stmctured learning approaches such as coursework, while 

ignoring other forms of learning that they might find more effective. They use 

a variety of approaches to learning, selecting the one they feel is the most 

appropriate for the task at  hand. 

There are differing positions taken with regards to whether teachers are 

made or born, but regardless, anyone who teaches has had thousands of hours 

of observation of teaching practices before he/she stood in front of students. 

Unlike any other profession, most people have had first hand experience with 

teaching, and, therefore, have an opinion about how it should be practiced. 

Post-secondary teachers will often have a depth of practical experience 

to draw from, tempered by their personality and the positive and negative 

experiences they had in the classroom. They likely had a reasonable 

esperience in school, however, or they would not have chosen ta teach. 

It is possible for a teacher to have either the same teaching experience 

year after year with no apparent professional growth, or show a steady 



improvement over a number of years. The difference may result from severai 

factors, but two that will be significant are as follows: a) the teacher's ability 

to self-evaluate his ability to meet the needs of the program, the students and 

himself, and b) by reflecting on his practice and taking action to l e m  what is 

needed in the circumstance, a teacher can take charge of his professional 

p w t h  and improve his teaching continuously. 

Learning Proi ects 

Central to the study is the concept of self-directed lemming. Brookfield 

( 1984) defines the process as, "....the intentional pursuit of clearly-specified 

learning goals with the learner's exercising control over the content and method 

of learning" (p. 67). The concept was fùrther clarified by Tough (1971) who 

described a learning project as: 

.... one or several cleatly related episodes occupying a minimum 
time of 7 hours (although often 50,100, or more hours), during 
which the learner's primary intent was to gain and retain for at 
least two days certain clearly identifiable knowledge, skills, or 
attitudes. (p. 1) 

He defined an episode as 

.... a well-defined period of time that is held together by the 
similarity in intent, activity, or place of the thoughts and actions 
that occur during it .... M m y  episodes are between 30 and 60 
minutes in length, but some are shorter or longer. (p. 7) 

From these two definitions, we can realize the notion that when engaged in a 

learning project, the learner has a primary intentionality to gain knowledge, a 

ski11 or  an attitude, and that the leamer sets aside specific times in which to 

accornplish this task. This captures the essence of what can be referred to as 

the learning process and is defined by Sorenson (1964) as, "....a change in 

responding that involves abilities, emotions, attitudes, and all other behaviour 

that results from the activity of the learner" (p. 404). In order to accomplish 



this learning in the manner suggested by Tough (1971), the learner would have 

to have something specific in mind to learn about before he began the pmcess, 

rather than discovering something interesting just because he happened ta be 

at a particular place when it was presented ta him. 

Also, in order to consider that the leaming is purposefid, the individual 

will spend definite periods of time (episodes) actively involved in this project and 

so indicate a clear commitment to the task. This limitation is to separate 

clearly identified learning episodes h m  incidental learning, which we all 

experience on a regular basis as a result of living. 

To fùrther indicate intentionality on the part of the learner, Tough set a 

minimum time limit of seven hours on a learning project, in order to clearly 

identify those projects that were significant efforts. In this study the seven 

hour time limit is used as a guide rather than a control. 

Motivation to L e m  

If an adult is to set out a particular time to l e m  something specific, 

there must be some fcm of driving force that would cause this to happen. The 

learning activity would have to be a deliberate action, and when it occurred, it 

w o d d  have to have been a high priority in the person's life. Tough ( 1971 ) in his 

study of why adults l e m ,  suggests that there are factors that influence an 

individual's decision to leam. In his otudy, he identifies three significant 

contributing factors. The first is the person's major conscious goals. This 

meant that what they were trying ta do, accomplish or get was clearly of 

simcance to them. The second factor was that he was facing a major 

question that had been raised, or a problem he had identified, that resulted in 

puzzlement on bis part. Third, was his perception of appropriate, normal or 

desirable behaviour in the given situation (p. 54). 



The period of time that we are living in is known as the knowledge or 

information age because we are producing knowledge a t  an unprecedented rate. 

There is no lack of knowledge that can, or could be learned, so each individual 

has to select h m  this body of knowledge those aspects that are significant to 

him. However, even when that lmowledge muld be significant to the indikldual, 

he or she may choose not to leam it. It is only when, as Tough has suggested, 

something sparks that desire to leam, and causes the person to make the 

effort ta acquire the knowledge, ski11 or attitude necessary to address his need 

that the learning pmcess starts. 

The adult is motivated to l e m  by a number of factors which could 

include the following: the need to solve a work-related or personal problem, 

work and life transitions and the impact of previous learning situations. As an 

individual is able ta clarify the nature of the problem and determine one's 

potential position when i t  is solred. there is a stmng driving force set up in the 

individual to resolve the problem. Brundage and Mackeracher (1980) state 

that "motivation is based primarily on the learner's knowing where he is non 

and where he wants or needs to move to" (p. 39). Knowles (1968) indicates a 

very similar position. He argues that 

leaming occurs when an individual experiences a problem or 
recognizes a gap between where he is and where he wants to bel 
and then institutes a self-inquiry in which he draws on whatever 
reçources are available ....to acquire the leaniings necessary to 
solve the problern or close the gap. (p. 2) 

Reaching a transition in one's occupation or in life and having to adjust 

to the new culture and/or context that presents itself may generate a 

motivation to l e m .  Also, since we can l e m  h m  both positive and negative 

events in our lives, how an individual feels about previous learning experiences 

will have a bearing on how that individual approaches a need to learn. As 



indicated by Brundage and Mackeracher (1980), "knowledge of success or 

failure is accompanied by feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and it is 

these feelings which then becorne powerfiil motives for further learning or for 

withdrawd" (p. 39). 

Progress in a desired direction is another motivator because, as Knowles 

(1968) states, 

.... when an individual can see evidence of progress tuward his 
goals, he is more willing to invest addi tional energy for further 
progress .... Continuing self-development, therefore, depends upon 
a process of continuing self-evaluation. ( p. 3) 

This would require that an individual identim his needs, determine how best to 

meet those needs, and becorne actively engaged in doing so, on a continuing 

basis. Because this work would never be 'finished', achievement would have to 

be measured by self-determined indicators that would demonstrate progress. 

Teachers who are interested in their own self-development would likely 

engage themselves in a program that would involve continuing self-evaluation. 

There would be no need for teachers to work in isolation to accomplish this 

growth, but could identify colleagues, experts both inside and outside the 

system, (and even outside teaching) and administrators to assist them. 

My interest in this study stems in part h m  rny own background as a 

professional educator for over thirty years, which required that I continuously 

acquire knowledge and skiils to effectively fulfill my d e  both in and out of the 

classrwm. This process involved many demands including the following: 

content had to be learned and updated; concepts had to be understood and 

strategies had to be devised and implemented; maching and leadership skills 



had to be developed; techniques of dealing with multiple demands and volumes 

of paper over short periods of time had to be acquired. Most of this learning 

was not readily available in a format suitable for my purposes, and when it 

was, the timing or location were obstacles to my benefiting h m  it. As a result, 

the onus for remgnizing and addressing these pmfessional demands fell on me. 

Two major potential sources for in-senrice assistance for m y  

professional growth were fonnal education courses, and conferences or 

workshops. Courses were generally inadequate for providing answers except to 

problems involving content or  technical delivery of that  content. Conferences 

and workshops were often disappointing because they failed to measure up to 

the pre-conference write-ups. 

Running parallel to this need for professional growth was a need for 

personal development. As 1 matured as an individual and tmk on additional 

responsibilities in the home and in the cornrnunity, there was a continua1 

pressure for me to become more skilled, and more aware, so that I could 

perform to the best of my ability in these new (to me) situations. In very feu-. 

if any, of these situations was 1 able to find suitable courses or forma1 training 

conveniently available, and even wntten material was not always plentiful. 

As 1 reflect back over my own experiences, 1 realize how frequently 1 

engaged in learning activities that were appropriate for me and my situation. 

They were often unique because of the people involved and the circumstances, 

and even though general learning principles could have oRen been applied, 

they were a help, but they were not sufficient. This resdted in my seeking out 

resources ta meet my needs as indicated to me through what Schon (1983) 

refers to as "reflection-in-action." These resources included more senior 

colleagues, network contacts, friends, experts, films, tapes, reading material 

and anything else 1 could locate which 1 determined would assist me. 



As an example, when 1 was required to develop a course outline for data 

processing fairly early in my career, 1 first of al1 checked with my department 

head for guidance as to how 1 might tackle this task. He referred me to the 

Ministry guidelines, several textbooks and outlines in other subject areas as 

general guides. Very few schools in the area were teaching this course, so peer 

assistance was limited. Through one of them, however, 1 was able to make 

contact with an instructor at Mohawk College who made a nurnber of helpful 

suggestions, and who later processed mark-sensed cards for the students 

through Mohawk's cornputer. Business contacts provided me with suggestions 

and printed material relating to forms and other data pmcesing supplies. 

These various sources enabled me to write the fkst draft of the outline which 

was approved by my department head as a working document. Over the first 

year of its use, it was modified as experience in the classroom dictated. 

Even when 1 was able to locate a useful resource, at  no time was it 

directly applicable to my situation, so the process of adaptation became a skill 

in itself. Over time, a combination of reading and reflection became the major 

learning resource. The process began with reflection to identify those areas of 

teaching and M e  that suggested deficiencies. This was foliowed by reading to 

absorb the thoughts of others on the topic. Finally, further reflection led me to 

decide how to apply those ideas to the area concemed. 

Connections were oRen made between needs and appropnate resources 

through browsing in libraries and/or book stores. At times, nothing suitable was 

available, so 1 had to rely on my own inventiveness supported by rny 

knowledge and previous experiences to provide a solution to a problem. 

My life and career constantly produced challenges that demanded 

attention. Often, however, the responses which provided a level of satisfaction 



in the situation, raised even more questions that required answers. This led to 

an exciting self-generating pursuit of a subject over a period of time. 

Apart from courses required to meet the basic qualifications to teach, 

and upgrading courses to pursue career opportunities, most of my learning was 

initiated and controlled by me O meet either my professional or persond needs. 

Of necessity, it occurred outside any f o m d  setting. The more 1 learned in this 

mode, the more I became aware of how 1 leanied best and was able to apply 

this approach to a wide range of leaming situations. 

Over time, this process of learning evolved naturally for me, with no 

obvious guidance than that provided by necessity. It was only through reading 

that 1 discovered that those interested in adult education, in particular, had 

been exploring this concept for some time. Writers such as Tough, Knowles 

and Candy had identified the phenornenon as 'self-directed learning.' 

At the tirne of this study, 1 was fortunate to be engaged in a position in a 

post-secondary for-profit educational institution. This setting provided me with 

an opportunity to explore M e r  the concept of self-directed les-g with the 

faculty of this organization. 

This was a new position for the Institute, so 1 was challenged to discover 

the most effective ways of supporting the teaching faculty in their primas. 

area of responsibility. 1 would have to develop my own leaming strategies in 

order to cope with a curriculum, as well as both a culture and teachingAearning 

context with which 1 was totally unfamiliar. 

1 was strongly motivated, however, to be successful in this endeavour by 

at least two considerations: one, the fact that 1 would be putting my 

professional reputation on the line; and two, that 1 wanted to prove to myself 

that I could be effective in an educational setting that was new to me and, 

therefore provide me with a unique learning experience. 1, therefore, decided to 



pursue the position, and, following lengthy negotiations, was able to m a n g e  

suitable terms with the institution. 

In my position as Director, Instructional Development, 1 would work 

with the faculty on a part-time basis while 1 continued with my studies. Both 

the organization and 1 were optimistic that I could bring my expenence and 

skills in working with staff, primarily at  the secondary level of the public 

education system, to support the faculty here. This had dl been made possible 

by the fact that 1 had been able to arrange a leave from my school board for a 

period of time. 

1 was pleased to soon discover that teaching had strong cornmonalties 

at both the secondm school and this post-secondary institution. As far as its 

purpose, planning, problems, assessment, and other features, teaching was 

just about what 1 had thought it might be. Its outstanding difference was its 

generally unique style designed to meet the needs of this particular educational 

culture. My task became one of learning how to communicate my skills in, and 

understanding of teaching to a faculty that was not aware, in many instances, 

of the complesity of the teaching task, even if they were teaching effectively. 

Significance of the Study 

There are at least three reasons why 1 believe this study will be of value. 

In the teachingl learning contest, a great deal of study has been conducted on 

the skills and techniques necessary to communicate to the a d d t  learner, so the 

research would be richer as a result of placing greater focus on the behaviour of 

the teacher of adults. Secondly, given the proper audience and circumstances, 

teachers c m  benefit from discussing their role, and this would be one of those 

rare opportunities to do so. Thirdly, the study would provide the respondent 

with a unique opportunity ta see hidher learning behaviour in a new light. 



Much of the time, teachers would not even be aware that what they 

were doing was significant because, as Borg and Gall (1989) state, "....the most 

obvious aspects of everyday life in educational settings tend to become 

invisible because they are so habitual" (p. 407). 

Over the past thirty years, I have observed teachers, primarily at  the 

secondary level, as they struggled in adjust to changes in their teaching 

assignments, their extra-curricular commitments, their changes from one 

school to another and their acceptance of positions of responsibility. In each of 

these cases, the teachers had to go through a sharp learning cuve  in order to 

make the adjustment to the new situation. 

Most of the time i t  was the teachers' choice to take on these new 

assigmnents even though they knew they would receive minimal or no human 

assistance to adapt to them. The teachers were simply expected to apply 

themselves to the task and perform as a professionals, regardless of their 

previous esperience in the area. In most cases they did remarkably well. They 

set about to learn what was necessary, either by recognizing i t  at the 

beginning of the activity, or discovering it as problems developed dong the way. 

If human resources were used, great care was exercised in their selection and 

any communications exchanged with them, since the teachers had a 

reputation to maintain, which was closely tied to the tradition of teaching being 

an isolated occupation. 

I have observed teachers who were required to take on new courses even 

when the background of the teacher was either weak or non-existent in that 

area. Some even accepted the responsibility for student activities such as a 

wrestling team, a cross-country team, the students' council, or yearbook 

advertizing without even receiving an introduction to them apart from 

observation at a distance. 



In some cases, formai courses are available to assist the teachers, but 

are not necessarily given at a suitable or convenient time (especially if the 

teachers are busy with students over and above their teaching assignment), 

nor at a location that is reasonably accessible to the teacher. In addition, 

there is no guarantee that the material presented at these courses will meet 

the needs of the teacher attending. 

This raises the critical question, then, of how, under these 

circumstances, do teachers learn what they need to know in order to do the job 

they have set out to do in a professional marner? It seems reasonable to 

assume that the answer to this question might lie in the fact that they 

somehow create their own personal learning experience(s) to enable them to 

cope with each new challenge. 

To accomplish this, they would have to go thmugh several stages of the 

learning process: recognize and identie the problem or problems they are 

facing, determine the resources they would need to solve the problem, and 

become active to acquire the knowledge, ski11 or attitudes they required from 

these resources. 

Ethical Considerations 

My relationship with the faculty had been developed over the year prior 

to the study. During this time, I had been able to establish a high level of trust 

with them, so that any concerns they might have had regarding the 

maintenance of confidentiality of information had been removed. They entered 

the study with full confidence that any revelations they made would not be 

communicated to anyone else, particularly those within the organization, even 

though they were aware that 1 was in a position ta do so. This trust level was 

critical in that it removed any potential barriers to discussions, and it assured 



their wiLlingness to share ideas and experiences as openly as possible. It also 

allowed them ta verbally reflect on their activities in ways that were new to 

them--a potentially risky venture. As a result, some of the discussions led to 

individuals revealing personal and/or professional weaknesses or inadequacies; 

this required a very high level of t r u s t  in the researcher. With this trust, 

however, wodd come an openness by the participants which would yield a high 

quality of responses, and therefore improve the validity of the results. 

The Following Chapters 

The remainder of the dissertation is organized under four chapter 

headmgs: Literature Review, Methodology, Findings and Conclusions and 

Implications. Chapter 2 provides an overview of research and other material 

that establishes a basis for this study. Chapter 3 deals with the selection of 

the particular methodology used in this study. It outlines the reasons for this 

choice, dong with the rationale and proceçs in the selection of the çtudy gmup, 

and the manner in which the data were gathered. Chapter 4 lays out the 

findings fmm the study. Chapter 5 focuses on the conclusions and implications 

that are drawn as a result of the findings. 



1. What is the most important thing you have learned in the last 
three years? 

2. How did you learn it? 

Expenence suggests that if practitioners encouraged each other 
to reflect on these two questions, more would be done to impmve 
instruction than al1 the methods and techniques available through 
popular seminars and workshops. 

(Ewert, 1994, p. 27) 

The preceding quotation clearly identifies the value of focusing our 

attention on the teacher as a leamer, and suggests that there are significant 

benefits to the delivery of instruction as a result of teachers considering what 

they have leamed and how they have learned it. I t  also suggests that causing 

practitioners to reflect on their own leaniing strategies is a superior approach 

to Mproving instruction than other methods being used. 

Allen and Macke (1981) dso  consider that there is significant value in 

having teachers consider how they learn best. They refer to Williams' (1980) 

support of this concept in their comment on training adult teachers. They 

state that, "One method of overcoming (the) difficulty in training adult 

teachers is to adopt Williams' (1980) approach of a 'reflexive' strategy. In 

other words, discuss with adults how they, themseives, go about learning 

effectively using the same principles as a basis for discussion" (p. 11). 

This review of the literature will reflect on the teacher as learner h m  

three perspectives: as an adult learner, as a professional learner, and as a 

teacher. In addition, the review will consider the significance of the context or 



environment of the learning activities in which the teaching faculty engage, 

and its impact on the leamer. 

Visions of Teaching 

Most pst-secondary teaching positions do not require formal teacher 

training. They do often, however, require a high level of academic knowledge 

a d o r  extensive experience and expertise in the area in which they are 

teaching. This suggests that the assumption is, that if you know a subject, 

you can teach it. Derek Allen (1994) reports that some faculties a t  the 

University of Toronto are making a serious effort to assist their members to 

improve their teaching ability, but he also States that, "It is bizarre that a 

student can earn a degree that qualifies him or her for a career of university 

teaching and research without necessarily receiving any systematic training in 

teaching" (p. 12). 

However, contrary to the notion of teaching being simply a technical 

activity, some post-secondary teachers become recognized by their students 

and peers as being exemplary, combining a set of characteristics such as being 

knowledgeable in the subject area, enthusiastic, committed to the role of a 

teacher, an effective communicator, al1 of which rnakes them uniquely able to 

facilitate the learning process of their students. Sometimes, though rarely, a 

novice teacher can be perceived as being exemplw.  More o h n ,  it  is the 

longer-term teacher who is ço identified. 

This raises the critical question of how this teacher achieved this 

standing, since, in most cases, he or she did not begin his or her teaching with 

this high level of skiU. As desirable as this standing may be, not every teacher 

can attain it, but in many cases, over time, there is marked p w t h  in the 

ability of many teachers to guide the learning of the students to a greater level 



of understanding in their area of study. How does this change occur; what 

initiates the change; who are the players and what are their d e s  in this 

metamorphosis? 

In each teaching/leaming situation, the teacher is unique and is deding 

with a unique p u p  of students. For this situation the teacher will have 

learning needs different h m  any other teacher. This derives h m  the fact 

that, "We each hold unique sets of beliefs about teaching and the elements of 

instruction and we each behave in a teachingAeaniing setting in fundamentally 

different ways" (Heimlich and Norland, 1994, p. 22). In addition to fulfilling 

their role as teachers, they display the characteristics of adults, and , as 

Virginia Griffin (1979) stated, "Adults differ h m  one another in how they 

learn, how they prefer to learn, and in their ability and capacity to be self- 

directhg .... This is an obvious statement, but the implications of it are 

extremely cornplex" (p. 32). 

As Cranton (1996) has indicated, educational institutions expect their 

teachers to continue to grow and change to meet the challenges of their 

teaching role. If they recognize and support their teachers' ability to l e m  as 

adults and thereby grow, this could have a desirable impact on the 

teachingAearning entuonment. The ultirnate beneficiaries of this wodd be the 

students, the teachers and the organization as a whole. 

The literature provides us with a greater understanding of how adults in 

general go about leaming what is important to them to l e m ;  how 

pmfessionals direct their own leaming activities in order to cope with the 

challenges they face on an on-going basis in their practice; and how the context 

of the professionals' practice can have a significant impact on the 

pmfessionals' learning activities. 



Facule Development 

Traditionally, many cost-effective faculty development programs have 

been devised to accommodate a significant number of people over a relatively 

short period of time with the assumption that when the process was over, the 

teachers would be better equipped to deal with the teaching~learning situation 

more effectively than before. Even when teachers were participants a t  a 

conference which included an option of topics to explore, many of the 

presentations were conducted in lecture style with minimal interaction, which 

is contrary to the way in which most adults prefer to leam. 

Some faculty members always have, and will continue to look after their 

own personal development as part of their professional responsibility. Cranton 

(1996) writes that, "Most adult educators learn the skills and techniques of 

their profession through some f o m  of self-directed learning rather than 

through formal programs or courses" (p. 171). In the literature this is referred 

to as self-directed professional development, which is characterized by the 

individual i d e n w g  his or her personal and professional needs; selecting and 

utilizing appropriate human and/or material resources to satism those needs; 

and applying the resultant leamhg to an immediate situation in his or her 

practice. Brookfiield (1984) defmes it as, "....the intentional pursuit of clearly- 

specified learning goals with the leamer's exercising control over the content 

and method of leaming" (p. 67). 

The motivating force to initiate a learning activity is the individual's 

resolve to add to or improve an aspect of his or her personal or professional life. 

Studies demonstrate that this is not uncornmon, and, in fact, according to 

Tough (19711, about seventy percent of the learning projects that adults 

engage in, are self-directed. He limits a learning pmject to a series of related 



learning episodes totaling at least seven hours over several days with the 

person primarily attexnpting to learn and retain something they want to learn. 

Adults' Learning Patterns 

There is evidence from research and literature that adults display an 

approach tn leaniing which is different h m  that of children, and reflects their 

life experience and maturity. Knowles (1974) identifies four characteristics of 

the adult Iearner: 

1. Adults have a strong need to be self-directing. 
2. Adults have much greater experience behind them and 
increasingly define themselves by this experience rather 
than by extemal sources. 
3. Readiness to l e m .  This is based, for adults, more on a 
question of 'need' related to current projects and d e s  than on 
questions of 'ought' as in school learning. 
4. Adult orientation to learning is problem or project-centred 
lookuig to immediate application. (p. 303) 

Self-directed leamhg activities, are most often pursued in the hope of 

solving a problem, rather than learning subject material for purely academic 

purposes. Knowles (1984) asserts that in contrast with self-directed leaming, 

the "imposed [traditional education] structure conflicts with the adult's deep 

psychological need to be self-directing and may induce resistance, apathy, or 

withdrawal" (p. 222). He further argues that: 

one of the most significant fïndings h m  research about adult 
learning.. . is that w hen adults go about l e d n g  something 
naturally, they are highly self-directing. Evidence is beginning to 
accumulate, IBO, that what adults leam on their own initiative, 
they learn more deeply and permanently than when they learn by 
being taught. (p. 222) 

This suggests that there are benefits ta reçpecting the desire of adults to be 

self-directing whenever possible and where it is appropriate. 



This desire to be self-directing does not suddenly occur in an adult, but as 

Knowles suggests, 

I speculate, with gmwing support h m  research .... that as 
individuals mature, their need and capacity to be self-direding, to 
utilize their experience in leaming, to iden= their own readiness 
to learn, and to organize theK learning amund life problems, 
increases steadily h m  infancy to pre-adolescence, and then 
increases rapidly during adolescence. (Knowles, 1984, p. 53 ) 

Learning Proj ects 

Whether it is because of personal or job-related circumstances, adults 

regularly face the challenge to leam somethmg new. They have to develop 

their own coping skills because formal programs are either not available or are 

inconveniently scheduled. One might wonder how adults respond under such 

circumstances. Tough (1971) suggests some answers by providing usefid 

information about the involvement of adults with what he refers to as "learning 

projects." He defines these as "highly deliberate efforts adding up to a t  least 

seven hours, to gain knowledge or skill, to change one's behaviour or to break a 

habit" (p. 1). He continues that "almost everyone undertakes one or two major 

learning efforts a year. .. .The median is eight. ... involving eight distinct areas of 

knowledge and skill" (p. 1 ). 

People are anxious ta leam and willing to make a significant effort to do 

so- &me of their efforts to learn will result &om unfortunate circumstances 

such as a serious illness in the family in which they may learn about a serious 

disease, like cancer. Other efforts will be the result of a personal desire to know 

how something works or how to make or to do something. The critical point in 

these findings is that adults appear to have the ability to initiate and follow 

through a search for resources to assist with their learning in an area that is 

important to them. 



Significant is the fact that by far the majority of the efforts to l e m  are 

directed throughout by the learner, him- or herser. "About 709 of d l  learning 

projects are planned by the leamer himself who seeks help h m  a variety of 

acquaintances, experts, and printed resources" (Tough, 1971, p. 1). Not only 

are adults motivated to acquire knowledge for their current personal use, but 

they also apply the same skills to their jobs. 

Atternpts to update and upgrade one's knowledge and ski11 are 
only part of job-related learning efforts. Many other learning 
projects consist of just one step in dealing with an immediate 
problem, case, or task. In this situation, the knowledge and ski11 
are required for some immediate and definite use or 
application .... not for some rather vague situation in the distant 
future. (Tough, 1971, p. 34) 

Teacher as Professional 

Grabowski ( 1981 ) argues that "the consumer has become increasingly 

concerned about the widening gap between what professionals can deliver and 

what the public expects them tn cherish" (p. 85). Ideally, the public would 

want al1 professionals to be excellent practitioners for dl their clients at aIl 

times. This unrealistic goal cannot be achieved, but unless the emphasis in the 

training and development of professionals changes, their performance will 

likely not improve significantly and, therefore, the level of satisfaction with 

professionals will not change. The professionals themselves must take the 

major responsibility for their continuing education, but if they are not 

supported by a philosophy that allows them to acquire what they really need to 

be effective, we wiU not see any marked change in their delively. 

There needs to be a shiR toward an underlying philosophy in which the 

learmer is being considered h m  the 'critical viewpoint.' Cervero e t  al. (1990) 

argue that, 



basing the model of the learner on the aitical viewpoint irnplies 
that the primary goal of continuing education should be to 
improve professional artistry or the professionals' ability to 
operate in the indeterminate zones of practice. In contrast, a 
model of the leamer based on the fùnctionalist viewpoint stresses 
the importance of acquiring as much technical knowledge as 
possible to apply to the problems of professional practice. (p. 54) 

The concept of a profession has been defined using a variety of 

appmaches from a very broad, general statement, through to a highly precise 

definition for a very specific occupation, but no one of them suffices for al1 

situations. Grabowski (1981) notes that  "among researchers .... there is no 

agreement on what constitutes a profession, despite numerous attempts at a 

definition" (p. 84). In this study we will select from some of the definitions 

given, a number of characteristics, which, collectively, lead us ta a better 

understanding of the concept. 

The literature suggests that a profession may be viewed as an 

occupation, or a vocation, or a skill. To be d e h e d  as a profession, the 

literature also suggests that, depending on the definition, certain conditions 

must be met: there is a scientific or theoretical foundation on which a 

profession is based; a profession includes a code of conduct; technical expertise 

is expected; a period of intensive and lengthy training precedes practice; each 

member of the profession has a responsibility to the goveming authority; 

licensing may be required; and practice is modified following scientific analysis 

which leads to theoretical conclusions. 

There is significance in the fact that  none of these definitions explicitly 

requires the professional to engage in a process of continuous professional 

leaniing. Yet as Grabowski (1981) states, "there is no question or debate 

about the need for professionals, in every field, to be invoived in some f o m  of 

continuing education" (p. 85), because, "without continuing education, a 



professional's half-life may be only six or seven years" (p. 85). Because of the 

changing environment in which the professionals are practicing, it would be 

reasonable ta expect that they would continue to grow as part of their 

professional commitment. In fact, "there is an assumption and expectation 

among the leaders of most professions that the need for lifelong learning is so 

obvious to practitioners that they will pursue itt' (Grabowski, 1981, p. 85). 

Smutz and Queeney (1990) state the situation quite clearly when they argue 

that "continuing professional education is no longer a luxury, but a necessity" 

(p. 183). 

Darling-Hammond and Wise (1982) report in the Encvclopedia of 

Educational Research that 

Professionalism depends not on compensation or status, but on 
the affirmation of three principles in the conduct and governance 
of an occupation: 

1. Knowledge is the basis for permission to practice and for 
decisions that are made with respect to the unique needs of 
clients. 
2. The practitioner pledges his or her first concern to the welfare 
of the client. 
3. The profession assumes collective responsibility for the 
definition, transmittal, and enforcement of professional standards 
of practice and ethics. (p. 1359) 

Based on this definition, technically, no teacher can be called a 

professional. However, as a basic requirement for being hired, the faculty of 

this institution are required to possess a depth of knowledge of, and be current 

in, their subject area. Also, they indicate a commitment to doing al1 they can in 

the time available to assist the students to acquire an understanding of their 

subject material. 

This would sbongly suggest that their practice is knowledge-based and 

client-oriented. Therefore, to the extent that they have control, they behave in 



a professional manner toward their clients, the students. They also engage in 

learning behaviours which are not specifically required of them by the 

organization, but that enhance their ability to function more effectively in the 

classrnom. This indicates their acceptance of the responsibility to increase 

their knowledge of their subject, their students and teaching, in order to 

communkate more effectively the course material to their students. 

In this sense, they also behave as professionals, since as the next 

section clarifies, professionals engage in learning activities in order to meet 

their needs as identified through their daily experiences. Therefore, in so far as 

the faculty members display the cornmitment to their clients and to 

rnaintaining their knowledge base, because they are behaving in a professional 

manner, they will, for the purposes of this study, be classified as professionals. 

Rowan (19%) supports the concept of teachers being professionals when she 

States that, "....the professional status of teaching is closely tied to the 

complexity of teachers' work ...." (p. 4). 

Professionals as Learners 

If we consider the learning strategies of some professionals, we  will get a 

clearer picture of what they conceive as their needs for education to deal with 

their practice. Grabowski (1981) reports that "many ....p rofessionals are 

engaged in independent continuing education and learning, without the help of 

any institutions, agencies, or organizations .... through reading journals and 

books, informal contacts with colleagues, consultations, reading sales 

literature for new products, and self-directed learning" (p. 91). Baskett and Day 

(1980) point out that "in contrast [to the traditional approach] ....p rofessionals 

learn to solve professional problems in a variety of ways only one of which is 

participation in formal continuing professional education programs" (p. 55). 



Additionally, Smutz and Queeney (1990) report that, contrary to 

expectations, professionals' "experience suggests that few professionals 

explicitly follow . .. .a systematic process in their continuhg pmfessiond 

education activities" (p. 191). This does not diminish the value or effectiveness 

of the effort since, "learning may go on with or without conscious plan or 

direction" (Kidd, 1973, p. 15). Therefore, formal, rigid programming would not 

be consistent with what many professionals prefer to practice for themselves. 

This would mean that to stay current, professionals would have to engage in 

some other form of learning. 

This fact should, however, not be a reason for concem because, as Cross 

( 198 1 States, "professional people .... are among the most active self-directed 

learners in the çociety" (p. 193 ). She defines "self-directed learning 

[as] .... deliberate learning in which the person's primary intention is to gain 

certain d e f i t e  knowledge or skills. ...[ arguing that] organized group learning 

constitutes a small portion of the total effort" (p. 187). 

Changes and Phases 

Some studies suggest that throughout life we encounter a number of 

phases or stages in Our growth (Cross, 1981; Sheehy, 1976); we will pass 

through some, but there is no guarantee that we will pass through dl stages. 

In our careers, we encounter a similar phenornenon of phases or stages, and, 

depending on a number of factors, we may find ourselves either stationary, or 

moiing through one phase or stage and on to another. Academically, there is a 

parallel experience. 

The notion of stages and phases in life has important implications for 

program debvery. Cervero ( 1988) argues that "different instructional 

strategies are necessary for each level of proficiency because knowledge is 



acquired differently at each level" (p. 49). Hargreaves and Fullan (1992) point 

out that "teachers at different points in the life cycle have characteristically 

difYerent orientations to change and improvement as well as different needs of 

professional development" (p. 8). 

Because each professional is unique, any change or improvement in the 

organization, or any anticipated professional development program should be 

planned in such a way as to minimize the impact of these personal differences, 

in order to accommodate the learner as well as possible. This implies that 

those responsible for the planning of professional development programs need 

to be aware of how these proposais will be viewed by the participants, so that 

the organizers c m  plan intelligentlÿ, even though it is unreasonable to expect 

that they will be able to accommodate everyone's wishes perfectly. 

This points to the need to involve the participants in the planning of the 

program. The effect of this involvernent will be a tendency to minimize the 

dficulties, as well as to ensure a higher level of commitment from the 

participants. Obviously, h m  the preceding material, a single standard 

program would not be suitable for al1 participants, since they would be at 

various stages and phases in the different dimensions of their life. 

The ability to benefit from educational programs varies with each 

individual. This is attributable to a number of factors including previous level 

of lemming, personal motivation, the learning context, extemal motivators such 

as possible career moves or promotions, and, the mode of delivery (which 

implies the preferred leaming style). Because of factors such as these, it is 

unreasonable to assume that any group of professionals would be 

homogeneous and, therefore, that their leanüng needs could be met by only one 

approach. The chances of success under these circumstances are very low. 



In order to accommodate a larger number of leamers, continuhg 

education pmgrams can be delivered in a variety of ways in a number of 

settings, each of which will have advantages and disadvantages for the 

participants. Three common ways of delivering these programs include: the 

fomal lecture which is a common mode of disseminating information to a large 

group in a short period of time; smaller interactive groups which engage the 

participants in the process in a much more overt fashion; and finally, 

individuals may work on a project on their own, with or without assistance 

from others. 

Arnbipruous Problems 

The real challenge for professionals cornes when they face an ambiguous 

problem. According to Cervero et al. ( 1990), "one often hears professionals 

claim that most of the problems they see are not 'in the book"' (p. 162). These 

are the ones for which no formal education would be adequate. They require 

that the professional be able to work effectively even when there is insufficient 

information, the symptoms are inconclusive, or a new scenario presents itself. 

Schon (1983) refers to this type of problem as being one that resides in the 

"swampland". 

In the varied topography of professional practice, there is a high, 
hard gmund overlooking a swamp. On the high ground, 
manageable problems lend themselves to solution through the 
application of research-based theory and technique. In the 
swampy lowland, messy, confusing problems de@ technical 
solution. The irony of this situation is that the problems of the 
high ground tend to be relatively unimportant to individuals or 
society a t  large---while in the swamp lie the problems of greatest 
human concem. (p. 3) 

For Schon, the education of professionals is not complete if al1 they have 

received is technical training, because they would not be effective in dealing 



with the "messy", but important problems they would have to face in their 

day-to-day practice. 

Cervero (1988) notes that 

most situations of professional practice are characterized by 
uniqueness, uncertainty, and value mnflict. Therefore, more 
ofken than not, knowing-in-action dl not solve a particular 
problem. Rather, one needs ta construct the situation to make it 
solvable. The ability to do this, to reflect-in-action, is the core of 
professional artis -....the key to successfully completing this 
problem-solving activity is to bring past expenence to bear on 
current action. (p. 44) 

Unless the professional has experience h m  some other occupation that 

has a bearing on the situation being faced, the beginner will not be able to cope 

with i t  as well as a more experienced practitioner. Pre-service training or 

instruction would not be of assistance beyond making the beginner aware of 

the possibility of this type of situation arising. As he or she encounters more 

and more situations, he or she has the opportunity to develop this skill, but this 

will only happen if he or she has the ability to view them from a deeper 

perspective than knowing-in-action. Unfortunately, with the pressures of the 

practice, the beginner may not be able to do much more than cope, initially. 

In order that the professional "develop the forrns of knowing essential to 

continuing professional education we must start with the notion that they can 

be learned but cannot be taught ....[ and the key to doing i t  is] to provide 

experientially based methods, such as case studies or .... coaching" (Cervero et 

al., 1990, p. 179). The question the professional will face if he or she wishes to 

pursue this path is that of access to appropriate resources. I t  would not be 

impossible for the professional to develop the ability to reflect-in-action on his 

or  her own, because as Schon (1983) has indicated, "when professionals l e m  

the d s t r y  of professional practice, they l e m  new ways of using the kinds of 

cornpetence they already possess" (p. 56). Peer or expert support, however, 



would be an invaluable asset to them in pmviding them with coaching 

assistance as they l e m  to acquire this d s t r y .  

In order to embark on such an ambitious task of taking control of his or 

her own continuous learning, the pmfessional needs initially to seek some form 

of direction, in order to achieve a sense of where he or she needs to focus 

attention, as well as where he or she will be going. To assist in this task, 

Cervero et al. (1990) outline a series of processes that the self-directing 

pmfessional learner would engage in. These are not intended to be a formula 

for action, but rather a guide to help the =sfessional refiect on his or her 

practice, as well as pmviding feedback on his or  her progress toward his or her 

personal professional goals. 

Assessrnent .... the use of multiple devises to help professionals 
uncover practice deficiencies, identi& immediate professional 
interests .... 
Analysis and Refiection ....p rofessionals can c l a m  their 
professional development priorities in the context of their 
profession, their employing organization, and their personal 
lives.. . . 
Professional Development Activities .... Learning experiences may 
be formal or informal, undertaken individually or with fellow 
practitioners; and focused on knowledge, skills, or both. .. . 
Integration of Learning inta Practice. .. . 
Evaluation and Reassessment, requires periodic consideration of 
progress made toward accomplishment of professional 
development goals ... but also of progress toward effective self- 
management of the professional development process. (Cervero 
et  al., 1990, p. 193) 

The leamhg style of professionals tends ta be casual rather than 

formalized and well-planned. The informality allows individuals to respond to 

an immediate situation rather than preparing for some possible event in the 

future. Because this is a common practice, long-term, formal leaniing plans 

for professionals would be at least contrived and of little value to them. 



Experts in staff and personnel development contend that an 
organization's effectiveness depends heavily on an ongoing, self- 
renewing program of human resources development. In the same 
way, an academic department's effectiveness depends largely on 
faculty deuelopment , a term coined to denote self-renewing 
activities for faculty members" (Tucker, 1984, p. 263). 

When vie consider faculty development, we tend to think in limited 

terms, possibly from the point of view of the administration or a discipline. 

Tucker (1984) helps our thinking by refemng to faculty development as 

"....establishing activities and procedures that assist faculty rnembers in 

acquiring knowledge, skills and attitudes that enable them to become more 

effective in performing al1 functions related to professional academic life" (p. 

268). Unfortunately, it fails to provide any notion of how this should be 

accomplished. Some would argue that they are doing this already, so they see 

no need for any change. 

Employers of Professionals 

The context in which one works will have a strong influence on hou- one 

operates, but the employer can control the effectiveness of any leaniing 

program in a number of ways. Therefore, if the learning is going to be 

introduced to the work setting, Ce=ero et al. (1990) argue that  "the effect on 

practice frequently is limited without employer support for adaptation in the 

work setting" (p. 188). They further caution that "on-site reinforcernent of 

leaniing following continuing professional education participation, while cri tical 

to implementation, too o f h  is ignored. Individual professionals should not be 

isolated learners; encouragement from peers, employers, or supervisors seems 

necessaty" (p. 188). In fact, Hargreaves and Fullan (1992) point out that 

"critical reflection will not take place if there is neither t h e  nor encouragement 

for it" (p. 13). Yet this is a vital component of continuing education. 



Cervero et al. (1990) argue that "reflection-on-practice must become an 

explicit part  of continuing education [for pmfessionals]" (p. 170). They 

continue that in order that a l e d n g  program achieve its goals, there should 

be collaboration in the workplace. There are "three key elernents in a 

[successfid~ collaborative approach-the individual, learning resources, and 

organizational support" (Cervem et al., 1990, p. 194). 

The support of the employer is not automatic, however, even if the 

program has merit. It is vital, therefore, to ensure the participation of the 

organization right h m  the initial planning stage, even though it may require 

valuable time and effort. Cewem et al. (1990) confinn this, noting that. 

"involvement of employers in the development and delivery of continuing 

professional development is crucial" (p. 188). The likelihood of their agreeing to 

become a partner in this endeavour is, however, fairly good because, as 

Grabowski (1981) points out, "employing agencies and institutions .... are 

concerned, to a large extent, with increasing the effectiveness of the 

professional on the job" (p. 89). However, unfortunately, "the education 

function oRen suffers from a lack of regular and substantial support fmm the 

parent body, particularly in difficult times" (Houle, 1980, p. 409). 

In addition, "Higher education has a number of weaknesses as a 

provider of continuing professional education. The weakness having the most 

comprehensive effect is that because continuing professional education is not a 

pnmary function of the higher education institutions, substantial and reliable 

funding is not generdy available" (Sneed, 1972, p. 407). 

Contex* 

The work mntext can provide an on-going source of support and 

encouragement if it can be organized for this purpose. It is a key to motivating 



individuals and groups to pursue further development. Cmss (1981) points out 

that, "the humanist assumes that there is a natural tendency for people to 

leam and that learning will flourish if nourishing, encouraging environments are 

provided" (p. 228). Kidd (1973) argues that "the objective is to provide the 

climate and atmosphere and freedom and self-discipline in which learning is 

prornoted" (p. 14). 

Change is not something that most people enjoy or even appreciate, yet 

changes in the work context can provide a stimulus for growth. Cross (1981) 

notes that "research supports the notion that environmental challenges 

provide times when adults are especially receptive to new learning" (p. 230). 

As they go through a period of re-adjustment to a new situation, they are, in 

fact, going through a transition period which is a key learning time. Cross 

(1981) continues that "challenge and stimulation are inevitable conditions of 

life, but they can also be deliberately invoked" (p. 231). If the context is not 

conducive to professional growth, however, it may be neutral or may even be 

an inhibitor. Kidd (1973) argues that "a man or woman who has learned to live 

with a detrimental environment is not a person who will readily undertake 

another learning experience" (p. 35). 

Hargreaves and Fullan (1992) make reference to this concem as it 

applies to teachers. A collegial context is one that "....is sadly lacking in many 

teachers' professional lives" (p. il). They continue that "focusing on the 

person .... overemphasize(s) personal responsibility for change and draw(s) 

attention away from controversial questions about the context in which 

teachers work, and the ways in which it enhances or inhibits personal or 

professionai development" (p. 13). There are obviously some aspects of the 

teachers' work environment that can have a significant impact on their level of 

performance. Examples of these might include telephone access at times 



when they are not teaching, very hot or very cold classrooms, and insuficient 

or outdated resurces. 

Resources 

For the person with a learning need, whether persona1 or professional. 

the lack of, or the inability to locate and have access to quality, appropriate 

resources can be very de-motivating. If this condition continues for any length 

of time, the potential learner will end the search in hstration. If the individual 

is operating independently he or she may have exhausted the list of possible 

sources. but not been aware of others which could have been explored. Cross 

( 1981) argues that "self-directed learning is likely to be inefficient if the learner 

cannot d e h e  what he wants to know or needs help in locating the relevant 

resources" (p. 194). 

In order to prevent this from happening. o r  at least to reduce its 

occurrence, resources, both human and material, need to be made available 

and easily accessible to all those who may require them. Proiiding material 

resources may not be too much of a problem if the cost is not too great; 

providing human resources. however, may create a challenge, because as 

Cross (1981) indicates. "finding competent help .... t u r n s  out to be one of the 

major problems in self-directed leaming pmjects" (p. 195). 

If professionals are t d y  self-directing, they will require an extensive 

array of options if their various needs are to be met. Sorne of the activities will 

be in the form of traditional lectures for those who determine that this is the 

best approach for them at this time; others will see advantages in 

participating in smaller group activities whenever this is appropriate; at other 

times and for other purposes they may wish to work independently, but they 

will make contact with others as necessary. 



One of the surprising benefits of self-directed learning is that it 

encourages people to work together more ofkn than at present. In fact, 

according to Cross (1981), "while most self-directed learners decide to maintain 

complete mntrol over the direction of their iearning project, this does not mean 

that they work alone. Indeed, much self-planned leamhg involves more 

human interaction than classroom leaming does" (p. 195). This is due, to some 

extent at least, to the desire on the part of the learner for active participation 

in the learning process. Cross (1981) points out that "the message should not 

be lost that the most frequently used methods in self-directed learning are al1 

active, involving the learner directly; the least commonly used techniques are 

passive--watching or listening to someone else do sornething" (p. 197). 

Time and Place 

In order that they be able to meet their learning needs within a 

reasonable tirne fiame, pmfessionals will also require available space and 

flexible time. Preferably, if the professional is part of an organization, that 

space çhould be on-site or very near for possibly two reasons. First, Kidd 

(1973) notes that "studies have indicated that adults will take part in 

educational activities that are close at  hand rather than those in which they 

claim to be interested but which may be more dmcult to reach" (p. 34). We 

can conclude from this that they do not wish to waste their time in traveling if 

such can be avoided. The second reason for having the learning take place 

nearby, as Grabowski (1981) points out, is that "programs should be based and 

integrated within the practice of the professional, ideally, at  the place where 

most problems occur" (p. 92). Under these circumstances, the learning is 

taking place in its proper context. 



The pmfessional also needs flexibility in his or her time schedule, and 

flexibility in the leamhg program schedde so that he or she will not have to 

miss any aspect of the leaniing program. If professionals have some control 

over this time factor, they will be more inclined to make a cornmitment to it 

knowing that  they will be able to meet their obligations. Cross (198 1) argues 

that "strongly motivated learners seem to have the greatest problerns with 

scheduling-perhaps because .... they tend to be professional people with 

cmwded and irregular work schedules ....[ They] ranked the desire to determine 

their own learning schedule and Pace as the most important reasons for 

learning on their own rather than taking a course" (p. 2 16). 

Because teachers are adult learners, in order to create the best possible 

learning conditions. there must be a recognition of how they learn best. 

''Acknowledging that teacher development is also a process of persona1 

development marks an important step forward in our improvement efforts" 

(Hargreaves and Fullan, 1992, p. 7). However, the fact that each teacher 

develops uniquely is not usually reflected in the pmgrams designed for them. Ln 

fact, Hargreaves and Fullan (1992) argue that "standardized development 

programmes do not meet the needs and desires of many different teachers in 

many different settings" (p. 9). As a result, the chances are great that little or 

no learning will result from these programs. Teachers do have professional 

concerns and have a keen desire to leam. but according to Hargreaves and 

Fullan (1992), "seldom are teachers involved in decisions about the content and 

structure of the workshops they have ta attend ....[ and] .... scant consideration is 

given to how teachers' work circumstances help or hinder the complex pmcess 

of what they do" !p. 85). The Hoimes Group (1990) also referred to this issue 



by stating that the training that teachers are required to take "....is seldom 

connected to the problems that teachers see as most urgent" (p. 61). Teachers 

will not leam as effectively when they cannot influence the issues being 

addressed, and the ways with which they are dealt. This should be a major 

concern when opporhinities for professional growth for teachers are extrernely 

limited, and at the same time society is suggesting that there is a great need 

for it. 

Leaminpl Through Practice 

Unlike these more formal approaches to their leaniulg, teachers, like 

other professionals, learn through their practice. Cewero et al. (1990) note 

that "teachers have no unique, specialized methods by which to develop 

practical knowledge, but must use their powers of observation. companson, 

trial and error and reflection in practice situations .... they leam new ways of 

using cornpetencies they already possess" (p. 177). Hargreaves and Fullan 

(1992) also point out that teachers reflect on their practice in order to learn 

from it. They refer to a "way of coming to view teaching, even one's own 

teaching, differently. and seeing in it deeper significances and possibilities than 

a usual passing glance might permit" (p. 8). 

Providing Assistance 

Teachers often work in isolation from other teachers, and as a result, 

receive very Little feedback on their practice. Much of what they do is intuitive 

or knowing-in-action. Cervero et al. (1990) note that "as is true of other 

professions, however, many teachers do not know what they know, so that a 

first step would be to help teachers uncover the d e s  of practice, practicai 

principles, and images that guide their practice" (p. 177). Hargreaves and 



Fullan ( 1992) refer to the isolation and uniqueness of the teacher, encouraging 

him or her to seek assistance from others. They argue that 

.... each teacher's path and pattern of development is a solitary 
journey .... but] there is no rule that requires us to pursue this 
solitary journey without outside help. The paradox is that 
becoming a M y  developed, autonomous individual is a pmcess 
that we cannot make happen alone. (p. 82) 

They also refer ta the fact that, like members of other professions, teachers 

have great difficulty asking for help, even though they need it. 

We c m  conclude even h m  the few examples given here that teachers 

have much in common when it cornes to their needs for continuing education 

and the marner in which they receive their education. Therefore, one might 

conclude that they would also be able to benefit h m  self-directed learning, 

even though they might have some dif icdty moving away from the current 

pmfessional Iearner philosophy which strongly reflects the pedagogical model. 

Clark (1992) finds that 

.... research on teacher thinking supports the position that 
teachers are more active than passive, more ready to learn than 
resistant, more wise and knowledgeable than deficient, and more 
diverse and unique than they are homogeneous. (p. 77) 

Clark's (1992) answer as to what we can do to make pmfessional development 

programmes work for professional educators is deceptively simple: "we must 

give the responsibility for professional development to the teachers 

themselves" (p. 77). Also, acmrding to Grabowski (l98l), "continuhg 

education for professionals should emphasize self-education, individualized 

educational diagnosis, and individualized response rather than instniction and 

coursework" (p. 92). 

Some businesses have already recognized the value for tlieir employees 

of their taking charge of their own learning needs, both personal and work- 

related, and are providing working time for them to do it. Eurich (1985) states 



that, "Company catalogs increasingly list training courses for personal growth 

and satisfaction that enhance the quality of life .... fiends are away h m  mass- 

onented programs; movement is toward encouraging individual development on 

Company time." (p. 35) 

Swnmary 

In summary, the literature suggests that there is a need to focus on the 

teacher as a learner, and to encourage teachers to identify how, and under 

what circumstances they learn most effectively. In order to do this, a number 

of factors that could contribute to teachers' Ieaming were considered: the 

nature of teaching; how adults often learn; what professionals in general do in 

order to l e m ;  the factors that contribute to more effective pmfessional 

learning and the implementation of that learning; the role of self-directed 

learning; and increasing the effectiveness of professional development 

programs. 

The literature presents teaching as being far more than a technical 

activity, and that each teacher holds a set of beliefs about teaching which 

strongly influences the way he or she teaches. These two concepts have 

significant implications regarding what teachers could be learning to enhance 

their teaching, and what they consider to be important in their professional 

growth. 

Adults tend to learn in ways that differ from the learning behaviours of 

children in that adults want to be in control of their leaming activities, and that 

they focus on learning that can meet a current need, rather than for the future. 

Many adults are active learners, undertaking, on average, eight leaniing 

projects in a year in a self-directed fashion, a strategy that usually involves a 

high degree of human interaction. 



There is a need for professionals to recognize the necessity of being 

involved in continuing education, because of the short half-life of their current 

knowledge. They can be encouraged to extend their professional learning by 

engaging in self-directed leaniing, which can help them reflect on their practice, 

and develop appropriate strategies ta improve their effectiveness. 

The literature supports the notion that professionals learn to solve 

professional problems through a variety of ways only one of which is formal 

education programs. This may be a direct result of the fact that professionals 

have to deal with many contextual problems for which no formal education 

programs can prepare them. The professionals' ability to develop the 

"artistry" of their profession ço that they can deal with these contextual 

problems can be enhanced through the provision of adequate resources, 

especially human resources. 

A number of factors extemal to the individual can have a significant 

effect on his or her professional growth. First, if professionals are to implement 

their learnings, support fmm their employer, their peers and supen.isors is a 

critical element. Secondly, the environment in which a professional works can 

have an influence on the professional's learning program. Thirdly, a higher 

level of success of professional learning will take place if the necessary 

resources are readily available; these resources include time during the normal 

working day to engage in learning, dong with a location for the learning activiw 

that is convenient for the learner, and conducive to learning. Fourthly, the way 

professional development programs are designed is a critical factor in 

professional growth. To maximize the results desired, the prograrns need to be 

able to accommodate the variety of concerns presented by the professionals 

who are to be developed, and in order to facilitate the design of these programs, 

the professionals should be involved in planning them. 



In many respects teachers behave as professionals, including accepting 

the need to be continuously learning in order to be effective in the classrnom or 

lecture hall. More often than not, they take responsibility for their own 

professional development, and tend to leam in a self-directed fashion. 

Teachers, however, need to leam new ways of using the competencies they 

already possess; unfortunately, they are not necessarily aware of their 

competencies. 

The attitude on the part of teachers toward their professional growth 

suggests that an approach to pmfessional development unlike the traditional 

appmach would be appropriate. In business there is a trend away h m  mass- 

oriented programs and toward individual activities; a similar approach would 

seem advantageous for both the teacher and the organization that employs 

him or ber. 



CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

Chanter Outline 

Chapter three will present a rationale for the selection of the method 

that was used in the study, indicate how the particular study group was 

identified, describe the process that led to the identification of the individual 

respondents and outline the procedure that was followed in order to collect the 

data h m  the respondents. 

Introduction 
- - - - - -- - - - 

This study was designed to further inform the knowledge base 

concerning the leaniing processes that professional addts  use to increase their 

knowledge and skills, and to maintain or improve their ability to perform in 

their unique, dynamic teachingfiearning context. The data for the study were 

obtained through personal interviews with the members of a group of post- 

secondary educators. The group selected for the study were highly educated 

faculty members who were al1 teaching at a post-secondary institution in the 

Toronto area. The interview was arranged to draw from these educators the 

perceptions that were created as they engaged in a number of self-directed 

learning activities or projects over the last twelve months. A protocol was 

used as the basis of the interview, but the respondents were encouraged ta 

expand on their experiences as they wished, and as tirne would allow. 

The purpose of this study was to determine the d e  that self-directed 

learning plays in a post-secondas. teacher's personal and professional growth. 

The literature informs us that adults want control over their learning in order 



to meet their current needs; that professionals have to deal with complex 

contextual problems which cannot be adequately addressed through formal 

education; and that teachers accept the need to be continudy leaming and 

o h n  take responsibility for their own personal professional development This 

suggests that the faculty members in this study will likely dispiay a t  least 

some of the characteristics described in the literature. This was an area of 

adult education, however, that had not been studied before, so the yield was not 

predictable. There was a need for the researcher to explore with the 

respondents in such a way as to determine what they had done, and what their 

understanding was of why, and how they had engaged in these particular 

actitities. 

Borg and Gall (1989) suggest that 

....q ualitative researchers place more emphasis on tacit or 
intuitive knowledge. They believe that such knowledge must be 
given legitimacy because of the complexity of the situation and 
the fact that much of the interaction with the subject occurs at 
the subjective or intuitive level. (p. 386) 

Case Study 

The method being used in the study can be described as a qualitative 

case study because we are limiting our study to a particular group who were 

engaged in the learning activities. Borg and Gall (1989) suggest that 'The case 

study, in its simplest form, involves an investigator who makes a detailed 

examination of a single subject or gmup or phenornenon" (p. 402). Memam 

(1988) refers to "The unit of analysis, or 'the case' (which) can be an individual, 

an institution, a group, an event, a conceptt' (p. 44). She states further that 

"The decision to focus on qualitative case studies stems h m  the fact that this 

design is chosen precisely because researchers are interested in insight, 

discovery, and interpretation rather than hypothesis testing" (p. 10). 



Memam (1988) refers to Stake's (1981, p. 35-36) position conceniing 

the impact of the knowledge h m  a case study, suggesting that it is unique in a 

number of ways. He 

.... claims that knowledge learned h m  case study is Meren t  fmm 
other research knowledge in four important ways: case study 
resonates with our own experience ... . ou  experience is m t e d  in 
context, as is knowledge in case studies .... readers bring to a case 
study their own experience and understanding .... in generalizing, 
.... readen have some population in mind. (p. 15) 

The expectation is that there wifl be a similar type of reaction from the readers 

of this study as they consider its findings. 

Merriam (1988) highlights the value of using the case study approach 

when she makes reference to Bromley (1986, p. 23) who ".... writes that case 

studies, by definition, get as close to the subject of interest as they possibly 

can....whereas experiments and surveys often use derivative data, e. p. test 

results andlor official records" (p. 29). In this instance the value in the findings 

was enhanced by the fact that they were obtained from a one-on-one 

interaction between the researcher and the respondent, a procedure that has 

the potential for obtaining intimate personal data. 

The study was unique in that, in regards to self-directed leaming 

activities of teachers in Canada, according to Tough (1979), only elementary 

teachers (Fair, 1973) and physical and health education teachers (McCatty, 

1976) have been studied before. Tough (1979) also reported that in the United 

States, Kelley ( 1976) studied secondary school teachers, and Miller ( 1977) 

inteiviewed teachers in New York. The only other related study, according to 

Tough (1979) was conducted by Denys (1973) who intemiewed secondary 

teachers in Ghana. In addition, apart from the inclusion of a group of 

university professors in a comparative study conducted by Tough (1979, no 

post-secondary teachers have been studied to determine their self-directed 



learning activities. Because of this, the study was treated as an exploratory 

one, looking at an unknown, though not necessarily new, phenomenon. 

Finally, in order to ensure that the study method being used mauitained 

the level of reliability required of research, three forms of data were 

triangulated: the data obtained h m  what the faculty said they did, their 

interpretation of what they did, and the trends indicated by the activities of the 

entire group. 1 then compared these h d i n g s  with my observations of the 

respondents and their presentations to me. Anderson (1990) states that, 

"Many critics of the case-study method argue that it lacks reliability .... Case 

studies use triangulation to interpret converging evidence, pointing tn a clear 

conclusion" (p. 163). Memiam provides additional support for this position by 

stating that combining quantitative and qualitative data "....is, in fact, a form 

of triangulation that enhances the reliability and validity of one's study" (p. 2) .  

This was a study of a particular gmup of teachers as they engaged in 

learning activities that they assumed would assist them in their personal 

and/or professional growth. It was bounded in several ways: first, i t  was 

limited to the study of those learning activities identified by the respondents as 

self-directed, as opposed to those that were designed, implemented and 

evaluated by another party. Unlike Fair's study (1973), however, in which 

"Only leaniing projects related to the person's role as a teacher were 

considered" (p. 11, this study included self-directed learning activities that were 

for both persona1 and professional (or, job-related) purposes. The persona1 

leamhg activities were included for two reasons: so that the type and number 

of leaming activities engaged in could be discovered; and in case they had an 

impact on the teacher's behaviour in relation to the teaching/leaming context. 

Semndly, the study was bounded, in so far as the respondents were 

concemed, by the fact that they had to be one of the approximately sixty 



members of the teaching faculty of this particular pst-secondary institution 

in order to be invited to participate. There were, however, no imposed 

restrictions on which mernbers of the faculty could be involved, so al1 of them 

received a personal invitation. Best (1970) stresses the value of directing the 

attention of the study to a clearly identifiable small group by stating, "When 

the focus of attention is directed toward a single case or a limited number of 

cases, the process is personalized" (p. 127). 

The third area that was bounded was the period of time during which the 

lemming activities were to have been engaged in. This was limited to the past 

twelve months. This was done so that there could be a cornparison of learning 

activities arnong faculty members. 

Vaüdity 

Memam (1988) states that, "To have any effect on either the theory of 

the practice of education, these (qualitative) studies must be believed and 

trusted ...." (p. 164). In order that this study 'be believed and trusted' it m u t  do 

what it purports to do, and that is ta honestly represent the way the 

informants viewed themselves and their experiences. The responsibility for 

this happening lies with the researcher who must accurately represent the 

experiences as the respondents viewed them and reported them. This will be 

the 'reality' that will be captured by the study, because "one of the 

assumptions underlying qualitative research is that reality is holistic, 

multidimensional, and ever-changing" Memiam, 1988, p. 167). She also states 

that "Most agree, that when reality is viewed in this manner, interna1 validity 

is a definite strength of qualitative research" (Memam, 1988, p. 168). 

Anderson (1990) states that by establishing a secure atmosphere, 

"....the interviewer facilitates free expression thereby enhancing validity" (p. 



228). 1 anticipated that 1 would have little difficulty with t h i s  aspect of the 

interview, because at some time during the past year, each of the respondents 

and 1 had had at least one(and for some, many) codidential discussion about 

their teaching roie at  the institution, and either in spite of that fact, or because 

of it, they had volunteered for this interview. 

Confiming that what I heard the respondents Say was what  they 

meant to Say, increased the possibility that the data truly represent their 

perceptions and, therefore, has more validity. Anderson (1990) states that,  

"Paraphrasing takes what the i n t e ~ e w e e  has just said and repeats i t  back in 

different words .... it increases the validity by checking what you heard the 

inteMewee Say was the intended message. Where your paraphrase differs 

from the interviewee's intent, he or she will clariS, the statement ...." (p. 230). 

There were times when the respondent had to correct my perceptions of 

what he or she intended, but for the most part, repeating or paraphrasing a 

respondent's comments resulted in either an affirmative reply, or further 

clarification through the use of examples. 

Participants 

My interest had already centered on the leaming behaviours of teachers, 

so there was no decision to be made in this regard. However, there was a 

question initially as to the level of practice of the teachers--would it be 

secondm school teachers who have had the pre-service training and regular 

exposure to professional development activities, and with whom I am quite 

familiar; would it be post-secondary teachers who do not have the formal 

teacher training, may not have the same number of opportunities to hone their 

teaching skills, and with whom I am not at all familiar? 1 chose the latter, 

because my lack of familianty with them would reduce the degree of my 



personal bias in the study, and I saw this as an excellent opportunity to 

develop my own professional expertise beyond the secondary school level. 

Since this study was to be limited to one setting, it was desirable that all 

faculty members be invited to participate. Because the study was to be an 

exploratory one, an attempt was made to be as inclusive as possible. By not 

placing external restrictions on the selection of respondents, the researcher 

argued that he would "....be more likely to uncover the full array of 'multiple 

realities' relevant to (the) inquiry." (Borg and G d ,  1989, p. 386) 

Because of the interest demonstrated already by the faculty in 

participating in discussions about their teaching, the appropriate method of 

selecting participants was to extend an invitation to dl of them. The exact 

makeup of the group was not critical, but an assumption was made that the 

more representative the study group was of the total teaching faculty, the 

more informative the findings would be. Those who indicated an interest in the 

study would be used as the starting point and, if the need for further categorieç 

of participants became evident as a result of the interviewing process, others 

would be approached. The hope was, however, that a representative mix of 

volunteers would come forward without further prompting. This proved to be 

the case. As the findings will show, there was a good overall response from the 

faculty which exceeded the initial goal of one third, and, in fact, came very close 

to fifty percent of the teaching faculty. 

It would be important, for instance, to have women included in the 

study, as well as members of the various ethnic and cultural groups which are 

represented in the faculty. Also, there are four distinct departments in this 

organization varying in size, and it would be necessary to have members of 

each of them included in the study. In order to fairly present the learning 



activities of the faculty, the assumption was made that the number of 

participants shodd be at least one half of the total. 

My recent experience with them has indicated that most of these 

faculty members enjoy discussing their teaching activities, and have expressed 

appreciation that çomeone wül take the time to hem their stories. Their 

comments would suggest that being heard lends credence to what they are 

doing, and encourages them to reflect further on what they do as a teacher. 

Ewert (1994) confirms that, "The simple pmcess of helping practitioners 

reflect on their own learning suggests a new way of thinking about the teaching 

and learning process" (p. 27). 

There were a number of reasons for anticipating that this particular 

setting would yield rich and meaningful data: both the management and 

faculty were acquainted with the researcher as a result of a part-time 

assignment the researcher had had at the institution over the past eighteen 

months; the faculty had willingly participated in a number professional 

development activities initiated by the researcher; the relationship between 

the faculty and the researcher was very positive and professional; the 

researcher had demonstrated to the satisfaction of the faculty that he was 

able to maintain complete cofidentiality of information shared with him; since 

there were about s~xty-five faculty members, the chances of participation of a 

significant number of them seemed reasonable; professiondly, they 

represented a wide range of backgrounds both in their education and in their 

work experience; they also reflect a high Ievel of ethnic diversity. 

Response to the Invitation to Partici~ate 

Approval to proceed with the study was given by the president of the 

organization close to the end of November, 1994. A letter had been prepared 



which explained the purpose of the study, invited the faculty members to 

participate in the study, gave them an outline of the planned pmcedure, and 

ensured them of complete confidentiality of the data obtained through the 

study. Because of my part-time position on campus, 1 was able to personally 

distribute copies of the letter to each faculty mernber by placing them in their 

mailboxes. 

Almost as soon as the letters were delivered, one of the faculty members 

came to my office and enthusiastically expressed his willingness to participate 

in the study. He stayed to discuss some of the ideas he had, and to inquire 

further about the study. His quick response was surprising in that we had had 

a fea  conversations prior to this time, but on an irregular basis. This was to be 

the first of many similar reactions to the letter. 

By the end of the first day, several faculty had been able to catch me to 

express their interest in the study, and severd others had left the tear-off 

section on my desk. The total number of faculty indicating a willingness to 

participate in the study the first day was eight; by the end of the second day, 

this number had risen to thirteen. 

Over the next few days a number of faculty members sought me out to 

discuss the study with me, to provide opinions and clariS. some aspects of it, 

but al1 were very positive about it and seemed genuinely excited to be a part of 

the research. Others commented to me in the h d w a y s  or just in passing that 

they were pleased to be participants in the study. One faculty member said 

that one reason he was happy to participate was that 1 had been ço helpful to 

him during his first semester. Another was wiiling to sit down there and then to 

be interviewed, but unfortunately, 1 had to leave to observe a class. 

By the end of the first week I had received a total of twenty-six positive 

replies from the faculty, and most of them had made a point of speaking to me 



about their decision to make sure 1 would include them. One even apologized 

for not having submitted her response sooner, and hoped that she was not tuo 

late; another one spoke about his interest and asked if 1 could delay his 

interview until January, 1995 because of his heavy schedule. 

Afkr the first couple of weeks the number of responses to m y  request 

dropped off sharply, but faculty continued to tell me that they would like to 

participate and that they would get their reply to me soon, even though v e v  

few actually did. 1 spoke to several of them from time to time, but put no 

pressure on them to make a commitment to the study. The last of the positive 

replies arrived about the middle of January, 1995. 

The final number of written commitments tataled thirty, but eventually 

only twenty-eight were interviewed because one had resigned by the time the 

interviews were started, and f i e r  several unsuccessfÙl attempts to arrange 

an interview with another faculty member, we agreed to not pursue it further. 

In addition, one fanilty member did not have a complete interview; he was able 

to provide a list of his learning activities, and we were able în discuss two of 

them, but because of his tight schedule, we were not able to complete the 

discussion of the others. 

For many of the faculty the study became a topic of conversation on a 

regular basis. They approached me often to inquire as to its progress whether 

or not they had been interviewed. A number of the respondents indicated that 

they were interested in the study from several perspectives, including the fact 

that they found the concept of self-directed learning fascinating, even though 

they had never thought of their personal studies in this way before. 

As individuals responded to the invitation, they were each mntacted 

directly to set up a personal interview time. All of the i n t e ~ e w s  were held in 

the same office, even though each interviewee was given the option of having 



theirs held a t  another location if that had been more convenient. At the time 

the interview was set up, time was taken to answer any questions he or she 

had about the study and the interview process. The notion of self-directed 

leamhg was clarified again in order to reduce the possibility of 

misinterpretation, and also to help them to start to recall their leaniing 

activities h m  the past twelve months. 

Many of them expressed a high level of enthusiasm for the topic of the 

study, dong with the hope that what they had to offer would make a positive 

contribution to it. They would be giving their personal time, before or a h r  

their teaching time, voluntarily, but no one indicated in any way that th is  was 

a problem. Most of the i n t e ~ e w s  were conducted before the exam week in 

December, with the remainder being held over until January and early 

Febniary of 1995. 

Value of the Interview 

Whenever research is conducted that requires some form of input from 

people, the level of participation by the respondent will be affected by a 

number of factors, including their interest in the topic, their perceived ability to 

make a useful contribution and the timing of the study. However, the method 

used to gather the data, could prove to be very significant in the eyes of the 

respondent. If an inteMew process is used, this sends a clear message to the 

inteiviewee that the researcher is willing to spend 'real time' to obtain the 

needed data. 

In order to capture the essence of the learning experiences of this 

faculty, there had to be an opportunity for private communication between the 

respondent and the researcher. This factor eliminated the possibility of using 

survey questionnaires, telephone interviews or a number of other data- 



collecting approaches. There was a need to understand who the respondents 

were, what had caused them to have engaged in the learning activities, and 

what difference their learnings have made in their personal and/or professional 

lives. 

The best vehicle to capture the potential depth and complexity of the 

process of the learning activities is the interview. Anderson (1990) states that 

"Interviews are prime sources of case-study data. Not only does one typically 

interview a range of respondents, but the researcher attempts to identi@ key 

informants who are part of the case and have inside knowledge of what is going 

on" (p. 160). He goes on to Say that, when used as a means for gathering 

information in a research study, "An interview is defined as a specialized form 

of communication between people for a specific purpose associated with some 

agreed subject matter" (Anderson, 1990, p. 222). 

There is good reason to use the interview, because as Anderson (1990) 

also states, "The interview is probably the most widely used method of data 

collection in educational research. Interviews .... (can be) the prirnary source of 

information used in a research study. When used with care and skill, 

interviews are an incomparably rich source of data ...." (p. 222). 

Though this was an organized inquiry, it was not rigid, because the 

respondents would be allowed a great deal of latitude in how they responded to 

the questions asked. Because this was a face-to-face discussion, there would 

be ample opportunity for the respondent to ask for clarification of anything 

that n-as not understood. The researcher, on the other hand, would have to be 

Iistening intentl y, and be ready to ask for help in understanding anything that 

was not clear. Anderson (1990) refers to the advantages of the interview in 

regards to this type of interaction. He reports that, 



People are more easily engaged in an interview than in 
completing a questionnaire; the interviewer can clac questions 
and probe the answers of the respondent, providing more 
complete information than would be available in written form. It 
is this opportunity for in-depth pmbing that makes the interview 
so attractive when dealing with idormed respondents. 
Interviewing enables the interviewer to pick up non-verbal cues, 
including facial expressions, tones of voice .... (p. 222) 

Best (1970) d s o  supports the high value of using the intemiew for 

gathering data in a qualitative study. He indicates that, 

With a skillFul interviewer, the intewiew is ofken superior to other 
data-gathering devices ....p eople are usually more willing to talk 
than to write.. ..(and) af'ter the i n t e ~ e w e r  gains rapport.. ..certain 
types of confidentid information may be obtained that the 
individual might be reluctant to put in writing. If the subject 
misinterprets the question, the interviewer may follow it with a 
clarifying question. At the same time he may evaluate the 
sincerity and insight of the interviewee. (p. 186) 

The previous statement includes Mme key factors when considering the 

necessity of obtaining the greatest depth of information possible from the 

respondents. It is essential that the respondents' comfort during the interview 

be a high priority, and this would include the way that they are asked to 

comrnunicate their expenences. Once they are settled into their seat and 

encouraged to relax, they are much more inclined to talk about their activities, 

than they would be to wnte about them. Also, once they begin talking, with the 

proper atmosphere being maintained by the researcher, they will become less 

inhibited as the interview progresses, and this will allow them to be more open 

in what they Say, to the point of revealing confidential information, even if it is 

being tape recorded. There is something about writing one's comments that 

can prove to be a great inhibitor, especially in regards to confidential 

information--speaking it seems to present much less of a problem (Best, 1970). 



Disadvantages of Interviews 

The material in the previous section outlines why the interviewhg 

process is so cntical to this study and therefore why i t  was used. To ensure 

that the value of the approach is not lost or minimized to any great extent, 

great care must be taken to address the disadvantages of using intewiews to 

gather information. 

First of all, it requires 'real time' of both the respondent and the 

interviewer. To reduce the impact of the time spent, the interview must be 

arranged by mutual consent in such a way as to interfere with both individuais' 

schedules as little as possible. Also, if the time is given, then the perception 

must be that it was well spent. The nature of the study, the way in which the 

interview was conducted, the personal satisfaction that the respondent derives 

from the interaction, al1 contribute to nullifjmg the effect of the 'loss' of time. 

The researcher can also contribute directly to ensuring that the time given is 

appreciated, by first of ail being prepared to start the interview on time, by 

clearly making a statement of appreciation at the beginning of the inteniea, 

and then concluding the interview as scheduled. 

Secondly, Best (1970) points out that it "....is one of the most difficult 

(techniques) to employ successfdly" (p. 187). Fortunately, 1 have had a great 

deal of practice in interviewhg during my career. These interviews were for a 

variety of reasons, and included students of al1 ages, teachers, and other 

educational personnel. The number of interviews conducted, however, does not 

guarantee proficiency. The best indicators include such things as the quality of 

information obtained for the purpose intended, and the satisfaction of both the 

intewiewee and the interviewer at  the conclusion of the interview. 



Thirdly, Best (1970) points out that ''The danger of interviewer bias is 

constant" (p. 187). This is a factor that can never be eliminated, because even 

in the selection of the topic and the creation of the interview schedule there is 

bias. However, during the giving and receiving of information, the i n t e ~ e w e r  

bias can be minimized by dowing the respondent to dari@, to correct, and 

confirm the data that is being remrded. Also, by keeping the questions open- 

ended, the structure of the interview is less controlling of the interviewee, and 

therefore can be less influenced by the intenriewer. 

Anderson (1990) refers to a fourth disadvantage of the intewiew as 

being that, "It is often dimcult to record responses, particdarly if the 

interviewer is also responsible for writing them down" (p. 223). This was 

overcome, in part, in a t  least two ways: by preparing multiple copies of the 

interview schedule with space left for recording responses, and by backing up 

the notes with a tape recording of the interview against which the notes could 

be checked. 

Use of the tape recorder, however, is only possible with the interiieweefs 

permission, and consideration must be given to the fact that, as stated by Borg 

and Gall (19891, "....the presence of the tape recorder changes the interview 

situation to some degree" (p. 456). 

In this study, only one of the respondents did not want the interview to 

be recorded, so the recorder was removed, and more attention was given to 

wnting as much of the information given as possible. The others were either 

cornfortable with the tape recorder, or enthusiastic about its use. 

The final potential disadvantage of the interview that will be formally 

addressed in the study is "the context -....( which) has the disadvantage of 

sometimes affecthg responses due to interruptions and pressures of tirne" 

(Anderson, 1990, p. 223). This is particularly true when, as Anderson (19901 



states, "The typical interview includes two people, and when face-to-face, most 

often takes place at the respondent's place of work ...." (p. 224). In this study, 

all of the interviews were conducted at  'the respondent's place of work', but in a 

private office, with the door closed (a signal that this was a private 

conversation), and d l  phone calls redirected, so there were very few 

interruptions. 

In order to ensure that the i n t e ~ e w  protom1 was designed so that the 

respondents would have no difficulty interpreting the questions, and/or the 

researcher would know ahead of time what, and how to clarify the questions in 

a consistent rnanner, it was tested before the interviews began. Two of the 

faculty were asked to individually listen to each of the questions critically to 

indicate areas of ambiguity, and to assist in rewording so that the true 

meaning was conveyed. m e r  each of the two faculty members had responded 

to the wording of the questions, the protom1 was modified to reflect their 

suggestions. 

To reduce any pressure due to time constraints, the intewiew was test 

run with a volunteer critic, and a one-hour interview was determined to be 

suficient to cover the questions adequately. In a few cases, the interview did 

estend beyond the hour, but that was because the discussions evolving from 

the questions were stimulating, and both parties agreed, pnor to the end of the 

hour, to the additional time. 

The Interviews 

At the beginning of the interview, after the initial formalities were 

completed, and the respondent was cornfortable, approximately five minutes 

was used to collect persona1 data h m  each of the respondents. This included 

such items as their highest academic degree and where it was obtained, the 



number of semesters teaching at the institution and whether they were 

practicing in another professional area pnor to their c m e n t  teaching role. 

Once th is  first part was completed, the respondents were requested to 

list al1 their learning activities for the past twelve months prior to the 

interview. Each was considered in light of the criteria for a learning activity to 

ensure a consistency throughout al1 the interviews. This list then became the 

basis for the series of questions that followed. 

Each leaniing activity was recorded on a response sheet, and the 

questions relating to learning activities were posed and the answers recorded 

by the interviewer. Starting with the first learning activity on the list created, 

the respondent was asked in turn to identie the reasonk) for selecting the first 

learning activity, the methodk) used to acquire the leaniing, the decision- 

maker regarding the content and method, the degree to which the activity was 

job-related, the resources used, whether or not the activity was completed, the 

number of hours spent at  the learning activity, the amount of money spent in 

regards to the learning activity, its relation to previous knowledge, and to the 

goals of the institution. 

When al1 the learning activities had been covered, the respondents were 

asked four final questions r~hich were related to leaming activities in a more 

general way. These included a question regarding any learning activities they 

would have liked to participate in, but did not; the skills they identify which 

enabled them to participate in their learning activities; the skills they recognize 

that they lack; and, finally, the degree to which setting deadlines has an impact 

on their leaniing. The interviews were completed with a comment of 

appreciation to each of the respondents. 

The relative ease with which 1 was able to enlist participants for the 

study contrasted sharply with the difficulty of manging a time for an 



interview with many of them. Most of them had relatively little free time while 

they were on campus, so we had few options to set aside an hour when both of 

us were available. My presence on campus on a regular basis did, however, 

facilitate the arranging of suitable times, and rescheduiing for canceled 

appointments. 

1 was able to arrange for a number of interviews toward the end of the 

calendar year, but complicating these arrangements was the fact that  exams 

occurred during the last two weeks prior to the Christmas break, which started 

on December 17, and ended on January 2,1995. In spite of these limitations, 

however, 1 was able to complete fiReen interviews by the middle of January, 

and the remainder were completed by the end of January. 

Interviews were scheduled for one hour each, but i t  was 

difficult to keep some people to the hour, since they seemed to love to talk 

about what they had done. A number of them spontaneously expressed how 

much they enjoyed the interview process because it caused thern to reflect on 

their learning activities, and they really Iiked what they saw. 

It is essential in a study of this nature that the respondents be as 

relaxed as possible and have to deal with limited distractions. This allows them 

to reflect deeply on the questions being posed to them, and answer them as 

fullp as they can in an unrushed fashion. In this case they would be 

considering their past yearfs learning activities in order to give the details of 

each of them including such aspects as the content, the emotions, any 

negative experiences and frustrations. 

In support of this, the interviews were al1 held in one office of the 

institution in which the respondents were cornfortable, phone calls were re- 

directed, and the office was set up ahead of time for the interview. The 

researcher greeted each inteniewee and invited him or her to relax in the chair 



provided. The beginning of the interview was unrushed, and a fiiendly, but 

business-like approach was taken by the researcher. This was done to respect 

the individual's time, and also in recognition that there was potentially a fair 

amount of material to cover within the time available. 

Even though the list of questions had been vetted by some of the facdty 

pnor to the intedews to reduce the possibility of embarrassrnent or 

misunderstanding, each respondent was given the option of refusing to answer 

any question he or she felt was inappropriate for any reason, and encouraged 

to ask for clarification should there be a need. 

Each of the interviews could be described as a conversation even though 

1 f o n d  it necessary to become somewhat more directive at the beginning of 

the interviews, and had to work at keeping the interviewee close tn the topic 

without stifling the spontaneity of the responses. For a number of them we 

agreed that we would like to pursue one or more aspects of the discussion at 

some future time, so the process opened up opportunities to engage in other 

professional development activities with them in the future. 

During each interview there was constant checking with each 

respondent to ensure that what had been heard was a true representation of 

what had been said. This allowed for further discussion of the learning activity 

and led to clarification many times. This, dong with regular probing, resulted 

in an enthusiastic and intense participation by each of the interviewees. The 

interview, therefore, became an intimate exchange of information at a level 

that surprised both the respondent and the i n t e ~ e w e r .  Also, during these 

discussions, many were able ta recall further leaming activities that they had 

engaged in, but until that tirne, had not remembered. 

After a few inteMews I became somewhat better at  being ruthless with 

the participants to keep them on course, dthough I felt at  times as though 1 



had t m e d  on a fire hydrant, so 1 had to let them run a bit, because they were 

genuinely excited to tell me about their learning activities. This appears to 

have been a unique experience for them in their teaching career, so they 

participated with a remarkably high level of enthusiasm. Nobody le& without 

telling me in one way or another how much they had enjoyed the interview. 

There are many possible ways of capturing the essence of the 

respondents' leaniing experiences. Tough (1971) and Fair (l973) elected to 

predetermine categories of leaming activities to which those activities 

identified by the respondents would be assigned. "....y ou will usually find that 

most answers to a given question c m  be placed in a few categories" (Borg and 

Gall, 1989, p. 451). However, in this study, the categories were not established 

until after the data were collected and analyzed. 

Another option to obtain the list of learning activities they had engaged 

in would have been to present them with a list of leaniing activities to choose 

from. The advantage of using this approach would have been that this part of 

the interview might have been accelerated, but çome of the more unusual 

activities might not have been uncovered. 

Having the respondents recreate their experiences required more effort 

on the part of both the respondent and the researcher. This was because the 

respondents had to recall the details of their learning experience, and the 

researcher had to not only capture them as fully as possible, but also do it in 

such a way that they could be analyzed later. 

One of the significant benefits of using this strategy, however, was that 

it gave the respondents a high degree of Freedom to reflect on the process that 

they had gone through during the learning activities, and report in a manner 

that they considered appropriate within the bounds of the study. This would 

tend to increase the validity of the data, since we are interested in their reality 



rather than one that was imposed on them. Meniam (1988) stated that 

'Lresearch focused on discuvery, insight, and understanding h m  the 

perspectives of those being studied offers the greatest promise of making 

significant contributions ta the knowledge base and practice of education" 

(p. 3). 

The Interview Process 

Some of the respondents had corne to the i n t e ~ e w  with an initial list of 

as many as fourteen activities that they felt fit the criteria. The level of 

preparation of the respondents allowed us to move through this part of the 

inteniew quite quickly, except where the respondent required further 

clarification ta be as sure as possible, that only those activities meeting the 

criteria would be included in their final list. 

In order to encourage the participants to recall d l  of their learning 

activities frorn the past year, a list of probe words was read to them rather 

than having them read the list themselves. This was done ta free them to 

consider each one carefully and independently. The respondents were asked to 

relax and to reflect on each of the words in tuni; as a result, there were short 

penods of silence in many cases before they either intmduced another learning 

activity, o r  they asked to move on to the next word. Some had even closed 

their eyes whle they reflected back over the past twelve months with a 

particular word in mind. 

This process led to many more activities being added to the list. Most of 

the words had already been explored earlier through the discussions and 

contributions of the respondents, but regardless, the entire list was read to 

each one ta ensure that al1 areas had been covered. 



As a first stage in the pmcess of e x p b ~ g  the learning activities, the 

interviewer created a list of the learning activities as given to him by the 

respondent. This was then used as the basis of discussion for the ne.- stage of 

the interview. During this second stage, the respondents were asked to 

consider each learning activity and report specifically on twelve aspects of the 

learning process. They were asked to give: 

1. the reasons for engaging in the learning activity 

2. the methods used to acquire the learning 

3. who decided the content and method of leamhg 

4. to what extent the leaniing activity was job-related 

5. whether the learning activity has made a difference in their teaching 

6. the resources used to acquire this learning 

7. whether the learning activity is complete 

8. the number of hours spent on the learning activity 

9. any out-of-pocket expenses 

10. the degree of pre-planning of the learning activity 

11. the relation of the leaming activity to previous knowledge or skills 

12. whether the learning activity supports the goals of the institution 

Once al1 of the learnhg activities had been considered, the final phase of 

the interview was a series of open-ended questions relating to learning 

activities in general. They were asked to first comment on any learning 

activities that they would have liked to engage in but were not able. Then they 

were asked to indicate what had prevented them from doing so. Next, they 

were asked about the skills that enabled them to engage in the learning 

activities. Thirdly, they were asked to identi& and comment on the skills that 

they lack, and therefore, limit their ability ta engage in some learning skills. 



Finally, they were asked to comment on whether they prefer to work toward a 

set deadline, or whether they prefer no t h e  line. 

Each interview was completed in about one hour, and the proceedings 

recorded on audio tape with the informant's permission. (Only one of those 

intewiewed requested that the interview not be taped.) The tape recording was 

particularly helpfid in those situations where the informant processes his or 

her thinking audibly, because, in so doing, a lot is said before h d l y  arriving at 

the position he or  she holds. He or she may not know exactly what they want 

to say until they have talked out their ideas, and even disagreed with 

themselves fiom time to time. A h ,  since English is not the first language of 

many of the faculty, important ideas could have been missed if what was heard 

was initially misinterpreted. The ability to review the tapes later reduced this 

possibility significantly. 

It was not just what was said that was important; how it was said and 

the accompanying body language helped to clat-ie or confirm what the 

respondents intended to communicate. Spradley (1979) c o n h s  this by 

stating that, "Some .... meanings are directly expressed in language; many are 

taken for granted and communicated only indirectly through word and action" 

(p. 5 ) .  Therefore, there was a need to reflectively review the tapes to reduce 

the possibility of missing some of these more subtle messages. 

In addition to the recordings, the interviewer made some hand written 

notes. These notes were particularly usefid in recding non-verbal reactions 

such as facial expressions and body ianguage. Weber (1990) states that 

". . ..content-analytic procedures.. . .miss many important indicators" (p. 10). 

Following the interviews, journal entries were made to reflect any 

persona1 perceptions of the interviewer such as difficulties encountered, 



distractions etc. that could not be recorded during the interview, but that were 

helpful during the analysis of the data. 

Anal~sis of the Data 

In order to present these findings, al1 of the sources of data related to the 

inteMews were reviewed. These included the persond data sheets for each 

respondent, each of the response sheets for the learning activities and the 

generai questions, the tapes made during the interviews and the interviewer's 

journal. 

ARer dl the interviews were completed, the information was compiled in 

order to capture the collective perceptions of this group of post-secondary 

teaching faculty in regards ta their learning activities over the past twelve 

months. 

During the interview, for each learning activity identified, a separate 

pre-printed response sheet was completed by the interviewer. The information 

recorded on these sheets was then organized both by each question from the 

protocol, and by respondent, in order to create a clearer picture of the 

responses gwen. At this time, categories were established, based on this data 

in order that it could be compiled for analysis. From this, it was possible to 

arrange the individual and collective responses to indicate tendencies in 

practice in regards to both the individual and common learning activities. 

The tapes recorded during the i n t e ~ e w s  were reviewed in order to draw 

explanatory comments which would pmvide a sense of the richness of the 

interviews. They were also valuable in more fully understanding the intent and 

meaning of the respondents in reference to the data recorded on the response 

sheets and personal data sheets. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

FLNDINGS 

INrnODUC??ON 

This chapter will be divided into two sections. The fist section will 

present an overview of the institution, itself, giving the reader a sense of the 

context in which the study took place. Specifically, it will focus on the 

organizational structure in its physical setting, the teaching faculty and the 

attending student body. 

The second section will present the information gathered from the 

volunteer participants in the study who are members of the teaching faculty of 

this pst-secondary educational institution. Included in this section will be the 

clarieng comments made by the respondents during the interviews, as well as 

the specific content of their responses to the questions posed by the 

intewiewer. 

This section will capture the responses to the protocol reduced to 

numeric form, so that another dimension of the findings will be realized that will 

codirm or support the broader picture. 

In addition to the numeric data, this section will present a picture of the 

findings in broad strokes. This is done in order to attempt to capture the 

fullness and complexity of the expenences of the respondents which they 

conveyed to the interviewer through their words, their body language, their 

laughter and other forms of communication. 



SECTION 1 

THE TEACHINGLEARNING CONTEXT 

The Organization 

Unlike publicly funded institutions, pmpnetary organizations have to be 

concerneci with the "bottom line' . In the case of educational institutions that 

are also proprietary organizations, their very sumival can depend on their 

ability to provide a high quality programs to the students, their customers who 

will, in tum, play an important role in keeping the organization viable. 

Over its many years of operation, the organization has maintained a 

reputation for providing quality graduates to meet the challenges of high-tech 

industries. It has had to adapt to significant changes in economic conditions as 

well as changes in those technical fields for which it prepares its students. 

The organization is centrally controlled, but operates a number of 

'branch' campuses across North America, each of which provides a similar 

program for its students. Escept for minor changes to accommodate specific 

local needs, the C U ~ C U ~ U ~  is common to dl campuses. In this way, there is a 

much higher level of consistency in program delivery across the system. 

In order to utilize the facilities to their maximum, the organization 

operates year round with three semesters of seventeen weeks each. The 

obvious advantage of this arrangement to the students is that they can 

complete their program sooner, and hopefully, be working sooner. The down 

side of a fidl year program is that the students do not have the summer break, 

comparable to community colleges or  universities, in which to work. 

To ease this potentiai burden, the programs are scheduled so that 

students attend classes and labs in either the morning or the afternoon, which 



gives them a block of time in which they could work part tirne. Many students 

take full advantage of this arrangement. To M e r  assist with their hances ,  

about seventy percent of the students receive financial support of some kind. 

Many students arrange for goveniment loans, and others receive support from 

organizations such as the Unemployment Insurance Commission or the 

Workers' Compensation Board as part of a retraining program. 

Classes for the more than two thousand day students are held in rented 

space in a multi-storey building which is located near major trafic arteries in 

the Toronto area. Parking space is available for the students, but apart from 

limited facilities for the student organization on campus, the rented building 

space is reserved for services related to the running of the school. There are no 

playing fields or gymnasia, and even the cafeteria is privately owned and 

operated. When large gatherings of students are necessary, such as  the first 

meeting of new students, space is rented in an adjoining building. Graduation 

ceremonies, which were held in this same location, are now held in another, 

superior quality auditorium to give it the high profile it deserves. 

Four programs are offered by the institute each requlling a specified 

number of semesters for completion, the longest of which is eight sernesters. 

Certificates or diplornas are granted upon completion of the pmgrams, and in 

some cases, a degree can be earned from a U. S. affiliate after a further 

semester of classes has been successfully completed on that campus. 

The Facule 

As in most post-secondary institutions, the teaching faculty of this 

pmprietary institution of higher education are not required to have certified 

teaching qualifications in order to teach, but are, nevertheless, required to have 

appropriate qualifications related to their teaching assignment. 



In the past, permanent positions were readily attainable, and the 

faculty members who proved themselves, expected to receive one. However, 

the m e n t  trend tends toward the hiring of part-time or adjunct faculty 

mernbers to fil1 positions on a temporary basis. This means that we have on 

the teaching faculty one group of people who cannot afford to make a high level 

of commitment to the teaching position because of its uncertain future, and 

another group of longer term facdty who view their position as a career. 

This second group of faculty members appears to be older, well- 

established, and less likely to move out of their position, because there are very 

few other places to transfer to, or  be promoted to. nicker (1984) refers to this 

as being fairly common in higher education institutions. He states that there 

is "a high percentage of tenured faculty members, most of whom are in their 

forties and fifties" (p. 264). 

Though age and lack of mobility in and of themselves may not be a 

problem. there can be serious problems in the delivery of the programs if the 

faculty members have not continued to grow throughout their career, and are 

not able to meet the needs of the 'new clientele' and the changing expectations 

of the organization. 

Because this is a non-degree granting private educational organization, 

it sets its own guidelines for the selection of its teaching faculty. It has 

determined that the minimum academic requirement for the prospective 

faculty member is a master's degree. Beyond t h s ,  applicants may also have 

to have qualifications or experience in a technical or business area depending 

on the position for which they are competing. 

Even though the basic academic requirement for faculty is a masters' 

degree, there are some faculty members who have only their bachelor's degree. 

When they were hired, however, they had particular expertise to meet specific 



teaching needs at the institution. There is the expectation that, if these 

individuals wish to have a long term engagement with the institution, they +Il 

continue with their academic studies to become fdly qualified. 

The special requirements of their teachers has resulted in the creation of 

a faculty which is well suited to the needs of the organization. They are well 

qualified, with some faculty members having a doctoral degree. Many of them 

began their teaching career as a second or third career. Even though few have 

had formal teacher training, they were hired for their technical expertise with 

the understanding that they would communicate this to their students which is 

their main responsibility. They are expected to remain current in their area of 

expertise, but, unlike university profesçors, they are not required to engage in, 

and report on research. Some of them are, nevertheless, involved in research 

and development with organizations both in Canada and the United States. 

This has led to at least one facdty member presenting papers at a major 

engineering conference in the United States. 

The faculty bnng a wealth of experience, training, education, and 

cultures ta the institution. Some of them received their education in Canada, 

while others were educated in countries around the world. While the language 

of teaching is strictly English, a wide range of accents can be heard in the 

classrooms, adding to the richness of the culture of the school. Each of the 

faculty members bnngs to the classmorn a unique combination of skills, 

academic training and experience. Some remained in the acadernic world for 

some time after they had received their degrees, so that they bnng a strong 

academic emphasis to their presentations in class. 

Many of them, however, moved out into the business world to practice 

their art or profession for a number of years, so they bring a combination of 

academic depth enhanced by practical experience. Many of these people have 



maintained or increased their contact with the business community and are 

contributing to it, or operating their own enterprises in addition to their 

teaching. In many cases this provides them with valuable information that 

keeps them m e n t  in their area of expertise, which, in tum, allows them to 

provide informed direction for their students. 

The faculty, much like the student population, uicludes representatives 

h m  a variety of cultures and ethnic gmups, and for many, English is neither 

their first, nor even their second language. Also, a number of the faculty 

received either all or a significant portion of their education in a non-Canadian 

setting. These factors mean that there is a richness and depth to the faculty 

which is probably unique in post-secondary educational institutions. 

Each year the teaching faculty at the institution participate in a review 

of their performance over the past twelve months. A critical element of this 

review is a plan, developed by each faculty member and submitted for 

approval by the department chair, of proposed growth activities for the nest 

year. This process requires that the faculty members consider their present 

and future professional needs, and develop a strategy to meet them in a 

manner acceptable to management. The folIowing year, the measure of 

progress in the areas identified becomes an integral part of the annual 

performance review. Many organizations have this, or a similar procedure, 

incorporated into their annual review, so the idea is not unique or new, but it 

does place the major responsibility for personal growth in the hands of the 

individual rather than the organization. 

The faculty members each have a separate working area within one of 

three common faculty work moms. This works to the advantage of the faculty 

in that they regularly corne in contact with their colleagues, includmg those 

who teach in other programs. This allows for the exchange of ideas, and the 



development of a more integrated environment. The arrangement, however, 

does limit the privacy a faculty mernber may desire for discussions with 

students or other faculty members. 

Students do not have direct access to the faculty when they are in their 

work area, but are able to cal1 them on an interna1 phone network to receive 

permission to join him or her for a personal meeting. Faculty are each required 

to maintain a scheduled office time and students are made aware that this is 

the best time to meet with one of the faculty, but are encouraged to contact 

them any time they are not teaching. 

Faculty are generally scheduled between the hours of 7:30 a.m. and 1:00 

p.m. or between 1:30 p.m. and 6:30 p.m. depending on the program they teach 

in, since the scheduling of the programs is either a.m. or p.m., but not both. 

Full time faculty will average about eighteen contact hours a week, which will 

include both teaching and lab work with the students, since every course has a 

lab component. 

During a twelve month penod the institution conducts three semesters 

which extend from July to October, November to February, and March to May. 

Each pair of semesters is separated by an administrative week which allows 

for the wrap-up of the business of the previous semester, and preparation for 

the up-coming one. In addition to this break, faculty have a two-week vacation 

period at the end of June, and a further recess over the Christmas season. 

Apart from these breaks the faculty teach through the entire year. 

The Students 

Any discussion of teaching and teachers is not complete if it does not 

include the focus of the teachingfleaming activity, the students. There is 

significant value in considering the backgrounds, the level of cornmitment, the 



previous experience of the teachers in teaching and in preparation of materials 

and other issues from the one side of the podium, but if we want to increase our 

understanding of the teaching/leaming context, we neglect the leamer's 

perspective at our peril. Ewert (1994) stated that if we wish to impmve the 

teachingflearning environment it is more helpful to understand how people 

learn than it is to assist teachers in acquiring new technical skills. The 

students are far from only vessels into which we pour discrete packages of 

information called courses, and in general, they do not sit expectantly in awe of 

the teacher waiting for him or her to pontificate. 

The four major programs of th is  pmprietary institution are designed to 

meet the needs of a population whose educational goals are relatively specific 

and leading to challenging careers, many of which will be in the high tech fields. 

A large portion of the student population is drawn from the greater 

Toronto area and its cultural mU: is fairly representative of the cultural mis in 

Toronto. For many of them, their first language is not English, and this 

provides the teaching faculty with an additionsl challenge as they present their 

material to their classes. However, unlike the general population from which 

the students corne, there are relatively few women in the total student 

population. Women are, however, fairly well represented in two of the 

programs which include a number of courses referred to as soft courses. The 

term 'soR1 identifies those courses, such as Marketing, which do not focus on 

the maths and/or the sciences. 

The average age of the students is about twenty-seven years. This 

means that they bring with them the typical problems of the young adult 

population, including financial dificulties, marital conflicts and child care 

fmstrations. Individual students may have to deal with one or more of these, 



each of which can interfere to some degree with their studies either by 

distracting them, or by actually drawing them away from their program. 

The academic backgrounds of the students Vary considerably. The 

younger students are often recent graduates of Ontario's high school system, 

or international students who have come to the school to study. In the same 

classes c m  be a mix of students who have a degree h m  a Canadian or non- 

Canadian university in a totally unrelated area of study, dong with mature 

students who may not have been in a formal school setting for a number of 

years. 

The students' reasons for attending this school will vary, also. Very 

oRen, those with a university degree are looking for a practical rather than 

theoretical academic program; their hope is that this will enable them to find 

rewarding employment. Mature students want a new start; they may have 

decided that they need more qualifications so that they have an increased 

number of desirable career options. Local and international students are 

continuing their studies toward a certificate or diploma in their chosen field. 

Some of the older students are attending as a result of displacement due to a 

company's downsizing, or because they need a new career after being 

chronically unemployed, or as a result of an injury on the job necessitating a 

change in their occupation. 

Classes in most programs tend to have significantly more students 

enrolled in the first few semesters than the latter ones. This fact creates 

challenges for both the students and their instructors, because in these larger 

classes are students with a variety of backgrounds and purposes for being 

there. Some are re-adjusting to a forma1 school setting from a workplace, 

others are stiuggling with the English language, and stiIl others are exploring 

the program to determine if it is suitable for them. The final two groups lie at 



the extremes of commitment to the course, and with them, students who have 

had to select this as the best of a number of options, but are not too happy to 

be here, and with h e m ,  students who are well suited to the program and are 

anxious to progress as quickly as possible. 

Because there are very limited facilities beyond the classrwms for the 

students to socialize in, very few spend time a t  the school apart from class 

time; many arrive in time for their first class, and leave as soon as the last 

class is over. This would suggest that the organization is focusing its energy on 

providing for only the academic needs of the student. The student body has to 

arrange for the use of facilities off campus for sports and other social activities. 

The institution has high expectations that the student. will be in regular 

attendance, and tracks each student by having attendance taken at each 

class. Students who fail to maintain the required attendance are contacted by 

the student services department for counseling, which may lead to their 

receiving some form of assistance, or a temination of their student status foi. 

the remainder of the semester. 

If students experience dificulties that interfere with their academic 

program. they are encouraged to contact one of the faculty members or the 

student services department for assistance. In addition, the students are 

espected to take advantage of the personal tutoring services that are available 

to support their class and lab work if they need it, or apply for E. S. L. (English 

as a Second Language) assistance if their skill in English communication is 

intedering with their studies. 

The students are evaluated on the basis of their performance in three 

areas: on assigned homework, which is usually submitted on a weekly basis; 

on their demonstrated ability on both a mid-tem and a final examination; and 

on their accuracy and completion of their lab work. The faculty are expected to 



detemine the homework assignments and set the two examinations, but the 

labs are developed dong with the corne content, and modified as the courses 

are changed to reflect the new technologies. Faculty assistants will mark the 

homework assignments and the lab reports, w-d maintain a record of the 

results, but each of the faculty members is expected to mark his or her own 

examinations and determine the final evaluation of the students' performance. 

The primary responsibility for professional development resides with the 

faculty members, themselves. There are, however, programs built into each of 

the turn-around weeks at the end of the semesters, which faculty are expected 

to attend. These would include workshops or lectures on topics related to 

classroom performance. In addition, short content courses on such topics as 

C++ are offered during the semester. Attendance at these courses is optional, 

but the faculty generally take advantage of them if they relate to their 

teaching program. Also, sabbaticals are available to longer term faculty who 

nish to improve their qualifications for teaching. As courses are modified, 

there is a need to provide the faculty members with an opportunity to become 

familiar wi th  the content changes, and any changes in the philosophy of the 

new course. In order to accomplish this, those faculty members from each of 

the campuses who will be teaching the new course, are brought to one site for a 

concentrated presentation lasting two or three days. 



SECTION II 

FINDINGS FROM TII[E INTERVIEWS 

Clarification of Some Terms Used 

'Professional Growth' included growth in areas other than those in which 

they were engaged at  the institute. For example, one faculty member was 

F u r t h e ~ g  her studies in theology. which was a part of her responsibilities to 

her church as a part-time minister. 

'Financial Reasons' for engaging in a leaming activity included the cost 

(many times this was nothing or a just nominal cost), or the anticipation of 

possible future benefits that would accrue fiom this learning either on the job, 

or in a business enterprise of interest to them. In one case, a respondent was 

developing his famifiarity with a software package in accounting with the hope 

that there might be a way of integrating it into a system he was marketing 

privatel y. 

Where 'Politics' is identified as a reason for engaging in a learning 

activity, this included business politics as well as the political arena in society 

in general. 

By 'Experts,' the respondents were referrïng to individuals with specific 

in-depth skills, training or knowledge, and included consultants, company 

representatives, or other professionals with whom they did business such as 

physicians, accountants, or engineers. 

Where the category 'social' is identified, it refers to a broad range of 

human activity including the desire to improve relationships with others both 

in- and outside the family and/or to meet the needs of others except for 

educational purposes. 



Planning, as used in this study, refers to a process that results in a 

series of connected steps leading to the proposed leaming objective. 

The Respondents 

Twenty-eight of the approximately sixty faculty volunteered to be 

interviewed for an hour to discuss their learning behaviours over the past 

twelve months. At the beginning of the interview they willuigly provided some 

personal background information which dowed for a greater understanding of 

the respondents as a group. 

The men on this faculty far outnumber the women, so the fact that only 

3 of the 28 respondents were women was not surprising. 

The organization offers four different programs, and each of these four 

was almost equally represented in the group of respondents. In addition, some 

faculty members teach courses common to al1 programs; this group was also 

e q u d y  represented. 

Ten of the respondents had been with the organization for less than 1 

year. 11 had been teaching at the institution for between 2 and 10 years, and a 

group of 7 had been teaching there for more than 10 years, with one even 

exceeding 25 years. 

They bring high academic qualifications to the institution, with no less 

than 7 of the 28 respondents having earned their doctorate in their respective 

subject specialties, which include physics, English, electrical engineering, 

education and business. An additional 13 have earned their master's degree in 

a vat-iety of subject areas, and the remainder have their bachelor's degree. 

In addition to their depth of academic backgrounds, the respondents 

have a wealth linguistically and culturally. Nineteen of them reported that 

English was their first language, but even some of these people came from a 



number of parts of the world besides Canada; they are h m  Guyana, India, 

England and Barbados. Six of the respondents identified English as their 

second language, and 3 indicated that English was their third language. 

AU but 3 of the respondents gained practical experience through 

employment in their area of expertise prior to their teaching assignment at 

this institution. They were engaged in a variety of occupations and professions 

which included: accounting, electronic engineering, church deacon, banking, 

physicist, systems analyst, communications, writing, teaching and production 

control for a mean number of years of 8. Several of the respondents were 

involved in research both on campus and in private industry. In addition to 

their current teaching assignment, many have been able to find other ways of 

utilizing their knowledge and experience which keep them in touch with the 

world they are teaching about. A number of them are involved in consulting, 

while others are writing, translating, ehting, developing software and teaching 

in other settings. 

Leaming Activities Identified 

As an example of the learning activities engaged in by the respondents, 

one identified 14 learning activities which were given in this order: car 

maintenance; Pagemaker 4.0; preparing short sturies and articles for 

publication; estimating the cost of making packages; the effects of cholesteml 

on the heart; knowledge of cornputer hardware; new approaches for getting 

interviews for a job; a new way of looking at  social change; problem solving 

productively in a pharmacy setting; fixing a dishwasher; dryw d l  installation 

and preparation for finishing; putting together business and marketing plans; 

researching the mail order business; how to nui an effective youth program at 

church. 



ARer reviewing the list of learning activities given by the respondents, 1 

decided to group them into nine categories: Vocational, Technical, Personal, 

Subject Related, Hobby, Home, Philosophy, Social, and Politics. The largest 

number of activities were located under the Technical heading with 

approximately 239 of the total. The remauiing learning activities were 

categorized as follows: approxirnately 18% were Personal, nearly 169 were 

related to Hobbies, both Vocational and Subject Related categories had about 

13%, 7 4  of the activities were related to Home, 5 9  to Social, 3 9  to Politics, 

and 2% to Philosophy This information is set out in Table 1, below. 

Table 1 

Distribution of Leamhg Activities 

Technical 
Persona1 
Hobbies 
Vocational 
Subject Related 
Home 
Social 
Poli tics 
Philosophy 

The leaniing activities classed as Technical were those that involved 

cornputers and software, such as "Introduction to Power Builder" (a software 

package), specific areas of interest such as "R and D Controls" (electrical 

engineering), and practical projects such as making circuit boards. Included in 



the category of Personal were such activities as research on schizophrenia, 

learning how to live with teenagers, investing in mutual funds, and basic 

communication skills. Hobbies included a variety of activities including 

archeology, the study of coffee, inventions and golf. The Vocational category 

included those activities which either furthered the respondents' careers in 

teaching, or provided them with alternatives beyond their present position. 

Examples of these activities were: a math seminar in calculus, research into 

Spanish-speaking markets, how to present a t  cornputer shows and new 

approaches to getting interviews for jobs. The Subject Related category 

included such activities as preparing to update labs, investigating textbooks for 

new ideas on teaching, preparation for teaching one or more new courses and 

learning how to write a cuniculum guide. 

From these examples of the leaming activities that this group of 

twenty-eight post-secondary educators engaged in over a twelve month period, 

we can see that they have a broad range of interests, many of which have little 

or  no connection to their teaching role. It is obvious, however, that they do 

have a keen interest in learning activities which can be classified as technical, 

because this category is the most popular of the nine idantified. 

Number of Learning Activities 

The total number of learning activities engaged in by the individuals in 

this group of faculty members over the past twelve months is shown in Table 

2. The number of activities for any one respondent ranged h m  5 a t  the low 

end, to 14 at the hi& end. Three respondents participated in 14 learning 

activities, and three participated in 5 leaming activities. The greatest number 

(sevenf of respondents engaged in 6 learning activities. The group participated 



in a total of 237 learning activities, resulting in an average of 8.46 per 

respondent . 
The table below indicates the number of learning activities the 

respondents engaged in over the twelve month penod of time. In the case of 

the single respondent who listed 13 learning activities, we were unable to 

complete his interview because of conflicts with other responsibilities. As a 

result, the tutal number of leaming activities for the rest of the study wül be 

226, rather than 237. 

Table 2 

Total Number of Learning Activi ties 

Number of Learning Activities 

Reasons Given for Learninq 

Totals 28 

Once the list of leaming activities was complete according to the 

respondent, then he/she was asked to consider each independently and to 

provide more details about them. 1 read them the subjects of learning 

activities they had given me, one at a time, and recorded their responses to a 

*only two analyzed 

15 42 35 8 9 50 11 12 13 42 



series of open-ended questions about each on prepared response sheets. (see 

Appendix B) 

The respondents were first asked to provide al1 of the reasons for 

beginning each of the learning activities. The responses given are presented in 

Table 3--Note: Not all learning activities were identified as discrete entities; 

rather, some were extensions of, or closely related to other learnings completed 

either recently or in the not too distant past. 

Table 3 

Reasons for Engaging in Learning Activity 

Reasons Given 

General Interest 
Professional Growth 
Self-Improvement 
Teaching Preparation 
To L e m  
Fin anci al 
Social 
Hobby 
Convenience 
Other 
Politics 
Management Recognition 

Total 

The total number of reasons given for beginning a leaniing project was 

532, and since there were 226 activities, an average of 2.35 reasons were given 

for each activity. 

Part of the analysis of the data obtained from the respondents was the 

assignment of each of the reasons to one of twelve categones. These 



categories were created by grouping similar reasons given, and then applying 

an appropriate title to the group. The twelve categories selected were: self- 

improvement, pmfessional growth, general interest, financial, teaching 

preparation, hobby, social, politics, learn, convenience, recognition by 

management, and other. The final category, 'other' was used only a total of 

eight times to accommodate those reasons given that did not naturaliy fd l  into 

any of the other categories and so were unique. For no learning activity was 

there only one reason given for beginning it, so in every case, the learning that 

was engaged in bndged two or more of the categories. 

The number of reasons given for engaging in each leaming activity was  

recorded for each respondent. Most commonly the respondents gave two or 

three reasons for their Iearning activity, approximately eighty-one percent of 

the time, and in only one case was the maximum, five reasons given for 

participating in one l e d g  activity. 

The total learning activities of any one respondent included reasons from 

a number of categories. The minimum number of categories included was four, 

and the highest number of categories was ten. For al1 the respondents, the 

average number of categories included in the learnings was 7.28. This gives us 

an indication of the breadth of the areas covered by the respondents' learning 

activities. They were involved in far more than learning for professional 

reasons; they saw themselves as developing their multiple dimensions rather 

than just their pmfessional responsibilities. As was discovered, however, even 

ma- of those learning activities that had no apparent mnnection with the 

respondents' teaching had an impact on their teaching d e .  

There were a few outstanding concentrations of reasons given by 

individuals for engaging in learning experiences. For instance, of the twenty- 

three reasons one respondent gave, over one third, twelve of them, were for 



self-improvement. The next two most significant reasons this respondent gave 

were general interest and financial, with seven each category. This respondent 

is a young man who is just beginning his career, and who stated that he wants 

to develop himself as broadly as possible. Since he is a recent graduate with 

his master's degree, he feels confident in his academic ability, but is aaare of a 

need to be much more than an academic if he is going to be an effective 

teacher. 

Another example of a respondent with a high concentration of reasons 

for engaging in learning activities is one who is approaching the end of his 

teaching career. He is not driven to leam for job purposes because his 

background is of much greater depth than he would ever need in his current 

teaching role. He has, however, an insatiable curiosity which leads him into 

many areas of study. His interests are eclectic, but mostly related ta the 

scientific area. The reasons he gave for learning tended to cluster under the 

heading of general interest. Eleven out of the thirty-five reasons he gave were 

included in this category. 

Only one other faculty member had a clustering of reasons for learning, 

but unlike the others, this occurred under two headings. He was a younger 

member of the teaching faculty, and he gave ten reasons for learning which 

were classified as general interest reasons, and nine reasons which he identified 

as 'to learn'. 

Table 4 summarizes the number of reasons given for engaging in the 

leaming activities. F r o s  this table can be seen the fact that the respondents 

tended to give either two or three reasons for each learning activity. Giving one 

or four reasons was less common, and five reasons was given o d y  once. 



Table 4 

Number of Reasons Given for Participating in Each Learning ActiviQ 

Total 

Selecting Learning Activi ties 

As I proceeded with the interviews, the fact that the faculty choose to 

control much of what they leam became more and more evident. Also, they 

tend to avoid or delay learning situations that neither f i t  in with their schedule. 

nor meet a specific curent need, and therefore have no immediate application. 

They are also fairly consistent in their learning strategies, so that skills 

learned or practiced in academia, such as researching new material, were 

applied to learning experiences in their personal lives. As an example, in a 

leamhg experience related to body building, one respondent soon realized that 

he would not always be able to rely on the instmctur at the gym being 

available when he wanted assistance; instead of depending on the instmctur for 

guidance, he decided to take over his own program by reading an excellent book 

"as if he were going to be tested on it." 

There also appears to be a very strong sense of the application of any 

new learnings to their teachng function. As they reflected on their practice, 

they were often able to make connections between the skills they were 



developing as they acquired their personal learning, and impmvements in their 

ability to deliver their material more effectively or respond to their students' 

needs with more sensitivity or understanding. 

There was clearly a willingness to ident* areas in which they lack 

knowledge or skills, and then to respond by locating suitable learnings. One of 

them had sensed that he was computer illiterate. He said. "Cornputers are so 

pervasive now, I just didn't want to become a dinosaur. It was necessary for 

me to keep up with the latest developments. Besides reading about new 

developments, 1 have a friend who teaches in the computer department, and he 

and 1 spend a lot of time talking about what is happening with cornputers." 

The respondents' identification of their needs for skills or knowledge 

resulted from one or more of a number of factors. Professiondly, these included 

metacognitively reflecting on their teaching, anticipating a new assignment in 

teaching, or recognizing the emergence of a teaching/leaming problern. As an 

example, one respondent stated, "1 was preparing for some courses that I 

would be teaching, and 1 had certain topics in mind that 1 wanted to learn and 

study." Another said, "1 wanted to learn more about class management, 

because student behaviour is becoming less and less appropriate." 

In their personal or family life they suggested such factors as a desire to 

improve their ability in gardening or house repairs, for example, so that they 

could either Save money, create something of beauty or functionality, repair or 

restore; it was not a desire just to be more informed or aware, except where 

their interest was more general in nature; for instance, wanting to be aware of 

the politics of a specific part of the world. 

These faculty members were less inclined to take formal courses if they 

did not have to; only when the taking of a course would either lead to 

advancement or was required in preparation for a change in program did they 



engage in this type of learning. One respondent was unique in her desire for 

formal courses. She has taken two in-house formal sessions for software 

understanding. She said, "This has been a busy year. 1 feel badly not to have 

done more in a formal way." A more typical comment came h m  a respondent 

who said, "1 took an accounting course a few years ago. 1 was really interested 

in it and enjoyed the classes, but just getting to the classes once a week in the 

evening required a lot of self-motivation." 

Mention was made by ody one respondent of the need to pursue further 

formal education in order to meet the academic expectations of the 

organization, but apart h m  this, no reference was made to leamhg for credit. 

It  would, therefore, appear that the notion of learning for academic credit was 

not a high priority for these people, even though they were actively engaped in 

a variety of learning activities which included technical studies. This was 

particularly significant in this field of high tech, where being current waç 

critical to their being able to deliver a high quality program. 

Whereas one might have expected that people who teach in a high tech 

educational institute would concentrate their leaming activities in technical 

areas, these respondents displayed a very broad range of interests for learning 

bo th individually and collectively . 

Several respondents indicated that they had engaged in a learning 

activity in order to be able to take advantage of an opportunity to teach in a 

related area, and therefore to grow professionally. One of the respondents 

stated, "The reason 1 studied in the areas of ethics and history was because 1 

a a s  asked to teach two courses-a job opportunity." 

Where respondents had indicated an interest in leaming more about 

staying healthy, they had also seen this as a professional responsibility so that 

they could perform their teaching d e  with more energy and with minimal 



interruptions due to their absence from class. One respondent expressed his 

position as follows: "If you are healthy you can perform your job more 

efficiently. If 1 am not in good health, 1 am under stress. My emotional 

condition is not in very good form, and this affects my performance a t  work." 

Sometimes the reasonb) for engaging in the learning activity was not 

obvious tu the participant prior to the commencement of the activity, but he or 

she sensed an urgency in their professional or personal lives that had to be 

addressed. For example, one respondent expressed his thinking this way, "1 try 

to be aware of what I don't know, and then I figure out how to remedy that. and 

sometimes there is a number of false starts before 1 do it." Another said, "1 

knew something had to be done about my communication skills, but how to do 

it became clearer as time went on." 

In many instances, the main subject area of teaching of the faculty 

members had little direct connection with the selection of leaniing activities; 

because they teach mainly math, for instance, did not mean that they limited 

themselves to learning about mathematics. One of them expressed his 

rationale for his interest in a variety of learnings in this way, "When I'm in the 

classroom, I'm helping my students l e m  about the subject, but when I'm out 

of the classroom, I'm no longer a teacher, but a friend helping them with their 

personal lives." AIso, there appears to be no commonalty among those who 

teach in a particular subject area as far as the learning activities they have 

engaged in. Their selections were quite unique in every case. 

Management recognition was mentioned by only two respondents, so 

most of them were not influenced to participate in these activities by the 

management or the company policy, with the expectation of either retaining 

their position or improving their status with the company. The reasons one 

respondent gave for engaging in subject upgrading included the need for 



professional gmwth and personal motivation dong with management 

expectations to upgrade. She had f o m d y  set herself goals to be met by June, 

and more formal upgrading was one of those goals. 

Convenience was rarely given as a reason for the selection of a leaming 

activity, but it appeared to be a consideration in a number of cases, since the 

respondents did their learning either at the institution, or in their own home or 

community; they travel to learn in only a few instances. One respondent 

stated emphatically that he would rather not have to travel to take a course, 

but he said with a smile, "If someone had wanted to give me a personal 

homework course on this programming language (C++), I would have taken it." 

Another stated that, "The convenience of having the program on site was very 

sigiiificant to my participation." 

In each of the instances where they traveled ta learn, their purpose was 

to attend formal courses most of which were of short duration in a block of 

time, rather than spread over a number of weeks or months. Usually this 

required them to be resident at the location and spend long days at their 

studies. One of those who did take a course this way said, "1 went to one 

seminar in the past year; a three-day seminar in Pittsburgh on logistics." 

A few of the respondents saw some of their learning activities as 

packages, and chose to keep them that way for the interview. In one case, a 

respondent decided to become conversant with three pieces of software, Word 

Perfect, Lotus and Excel. He considered this to be one extended learnhg 

experience rather than several, even though the time spent on each was 

significant in terms of a learning pmject. Another stated, "I'm learning 

software packages, and I'm learning controls at the same time-they overlap." 

In a number of cases, the respondents indicated that one of the reasons 

for their engaging in the leaniing activity was an anticipation of future trends 



in technological applications in their subject m a ,  and this was, therefore, to 

prepare themselves to make the transition. One respondent had a unique way 

of identifying those topics that he should pursue. He said, "1 Listen first; 1 get 

information h m  other people, before 1 make a decision about what 1 should be 

studying." This was done even before there was any indication h m  the 

institution that this would be the direction they would move in. 

The respondents clearly identified their academic skilis as making a 

sigmfïcant contribution to their selecting learning activities. They referred to 

them variously as academic skills, research skills, reading skills, 

communication skills, learning skills, organizational skills, the ability to access 

information and the ability to locate and tap resources and select the required 

information for their learning purposes. One respondent highlighted the value 

of good communication skills by stating, "When you are in the field, whether 

you are dealing with people whether they are peers or students, you have to 

know how to convey what you know. You also need to know how tn listen ta 

them, because this is part of communications." 

Methods Used 

The respondents were asked to comment on each of the methods they 

used as they engaged in their learning activities. They were recorded during the 

interview, and for the analysis were grouped into twelve categories which are 

displayed in Table 5. Also in this table is an indication of the number of times 

each of these methods was used by the respondents. By far the most common 

method was 'Reading', which was used for a total of 173 learning activities. 

The second most commonly used method was 'Consulting' which was utilized in 

105 instances. Following this, there is a dramatic reduction in method usage 

down to 52 for 'Trial and Error', and lesser numbers for the remaining nine 



categories, ending with 'TeamworWCollaborationt with only 4. Near the middle 

of this latter group of categories is 'CoursedClasses' which indicates that more 

fomal settings were used o d y  31 times to acquire the learnings. This is a 

relatively small number compared to the most common, 'Reading', and very 

s m d  compared to the total number of methods used. 

Table 5 

Methods Used to Acquire Learning 

Meth& Used 

Readuig 
Consul ting 
Trial and E m r  
Discussion/Debate 
Audio-Visual Devices 
Practicing 
Courses/Classes 
Reflection 
Research 
On-Line Cornputer 
Note-Making 
TeamworWCoUctboration 

In many cases, the methods used during the learning activity were very 

similar to those used by the same individual for learning in an academic 

setting. This was consistently applied even when the individuals were engaged 

in an activit.4. that was relatively new to them; in other words, the m e n t  

leaming was not related to previous knowledge or learnulgs except through 

general knowledge. An example of the use of general knowledge would be how 

to do household plumbing. 



If a respondent usudIy obtained information about a subject by reading, 

hdçhe would read the manual to find out how to operate a new piece of 

equipment. One respondent even separated the types of reading he engaged in 

as either skimming or intensive, either of which was employed for specific 

reasons during a learning activity depending on the depth of knowledge 

required, or the nature of the information search. 

Number of Methods Used Per Learnina Activitx 

When the respondents engaged in their learning activities, they did not 

only use one method; they used as many as they considered necessary to 

accornplish what they needed to. Table 6 outlines the results of the 

compilation of the data. In most of the cases, their decisions resulted in theii- 

using two or three methods. In fewer cases they used either just one method or 

as many as four methods, and in a very few cases they even used five 

methods. 

Table 6 

Number of Methods Used for Each Leaming Activity 

1 Nuniber of Methods 1 Number ofLearning Activities 

Total 



Approxhnately 749, or 167 of the learning activities involved two or 

three methods. In only 28 instances did the respondents use just 1 method to 

l e m ,  and in exactly the same number of instances the respondents used 4 

methods to acquire their learning. The lowest number of methods used for a 

learning activity was 5, and this occurred in only three cases. 

Decision Regarding the Content/Method 

When asked who or what determined the content of the learnùig activity 

or method to be used to acquire the learning, the respondents showed a clear 

preference for deciding both of these aspects for themselves. Table 7 

summarizes the analysis of the data. In 175 learning activities out of a total of 

226, or 779, the respondents indicated that they, themselves, had decided on 

the content and method of learning. One respondent stated the situation quite 

emphatically when he said, "1 decided the content of my leaming." 

Where they had been involved in a group with a leader, or instmctor, 

they indicated that that individual had determined both the content and the 

method of learning to be used. This occurred in 27 of the activities. 

A thrd  learning strategy was engaging in one-to-one learning which 

occurred in a total of 11 learning activities. In these cases there was a degree 

of negotiation about the content and method, but the respondent did have 

significant input. 

The content and method of learning in the other 13 activities was  

controlled by the instructional material, itself. The respondent followed the 

instructions or steps given, as in a computer or software introductory program. 



Table 7 

Who Decided Content and Method of Learning 

Leamer 
Group Instructor 
Instructional Materid 
Personal Instrucbr 

1 Total 

Job-Relatedness 

Because both personal and professional activities were included in the 

study, and because the perception of the respondents was significant in the 

creation and interpretation of the information given, the extent to which the 

learning activity was job-related was to be decided by them. The responses 

indicated that ninety-five were clearly not related in any way to their teaching 

position, and eighty-five were directly related to their job. The respondents 

were not able to definitely place fifty-three into either of these f i s t  two 

categories, but they indicated that these leaniing activities had some degree of 

connection to their job. Table 8 presents this data. 



Table 8 

Extent to Which Learning Activity was Job Related 

Not at al1 
Some 
Compietely 

Impact on the Teachinaearning Context 

Regardless of whether the leamhg adivity had been job related, the 

respondents were asked to consider each leaming activity and determine if 

either the process learning or the product (knowledge or skill) had made a 

difference to their teachingAeaming context. 

Table 9 

DifTerence Leaming Activity Made to Teaching 

( Contribution to Teaching f Number of Learning Activities 1 

a. Made a difference 
b. i .  Improved contentldelivery 

ii. Improved student relationship 
c. Made no difference 

As can be seen h m  Table 9, a total of 154 learning activities made a 

difference to the respondents' teaching, even though the activity may not have 

been directly job related. They indicated that there was an improvement in 



content and/or delivery of the content in 148 instances, and in 61 cases, there 

was an improvement in the teacher's relationship with the students. The 

number of instances of improvement exceed 154 because, in some cases, the 

leaniing activity had a positive impact on both the a>ntent/delivery area and 

the relationship area. 

Relatively few of the leaming activities were begun with the intent of 

improving the faculty member's effectiveness in the classroom, but, on 

reflection, the respondents indicated that many of the learning activities did 

make a positive difference in the teachingAearning environment. ORen, much 

to the surprise of the teachers during the interview, they had been able to 

make r ed  connections between what they had learned or the process of 

learning and the contex* they were facing in the classroom. This was a bonus 

as far as they were concerned, since in most cases they had already achieved 

their primary and overt learning goal. They had not reflected on this aspect 

before, and had not anticipated this additional benefit to their learning effort. 

In nearly every case, the question about the impact was followed by a short 

time of bemused reflection, and then either a rapid comment on the impact, or 

a quiet, 'Nof. 

In two cases. where the respondents had stretched themselves by 

moving into a brand new area of study, they commented on the higher degree of 

discornfort and uncertainty they had experienced; then they referred to the 

empathy they now had for some of their students who were struggling with new 

concepts in the courses they were teaching. One admitted that, "My learning 

about computers has afTected my teaching in the sense that 1 a m  much more 

aware now of why things happen and can give the students explanations of 

such things as why labs go down, why printers don't work, and when they don't 

get their outputs, 1 can appreciate why and give them appropriate extensions 



for their labs and so on." He is more understanding of their hstrat ions 

regamüng equipment limitations and is able to defùse much of the tension that 

results. He used tn demand assignments in on a specific date regardless of 

circumstances, but now is more flexible. 

The beneiit of participating in a variety of learning activities that are 

not directly related to teaching is only recognized if teaching is seen as being far 

more complex than simply passing information on to students. Teaching 

involves the total person in al1 hidher dimensions--physical, mental, spiritual 

and emotional in their interaction with students and the subject material. The 

faculty members participating in this study expressed awareness of this fact. 

One stated that, "Being a teacher is far more than following the teaching guide; 

you have to be ready to branch off into any area that's remotely related, and 

the students appreciate it." Most, however, did not make the specific 

connection between what they had leamed and its impact or potential impact 

on their teaching until the question was raised during the interview and they 

refleckd on it. 

Many times, even though, according to the respondent, the learning 

activity was not job related, there was still a positive impact on the teaching 

process, either in the teacher's ability to deliver the content more effectively, or 

in the teacherktudent relationship. One stated (in regards to learning about 

gardening), "It made a difference to my teaching in an odd way because the 

relaxing, down-to-earth activity made me a better person." She ciarified this 

statement by indicating that she was more able to slow down and be more 

patient with her students. Another respondent is applying her learnings h m  

studying modem languages to her classroom. She said, "1 am studying modern 

languages, because 1 don't believe you really understand people until you know 

their language. As a result of studying languages, I'm able to better 



understand what some of my students are trying to Say in English. For 

instance, 1 know the structure of how the Japanese students are writing things 

down, even though it might not be grammatically correct." 

In some cases the respondents expressed that intuitively the learning 

had made a difference in their teaching, but they had difficulty articulating 

what that difference was. Their comments included the following h m  several 

of the respondents: "1 tend to share whatever I know with my students on an 

informal basis." "1 need to know more so that I have more to offer to my 

students, and so that I'rn better able to answer their questions. I'm able to 

make it more interesting when I have more information to draw from." "The 

learning has afYected my teaching because I c m  draw on more real life 

examples." "My leaming has expanded the scope of what I'm able to talk 

about to my students." "1 believe my learning about these software packages 

has made a Merence to rny teaching, but I don't have a standard by which to 

measure." 

Sometimes, the teachers have to adjust their thinking in their area of 

expertise in order that they present their material to their classes in an 

understandable fashon. This is illustrated by one respondent who had spent 

most of bis career in analog electmnic communication. He indicated that he 

had to prepare for teaching the topic of antennae by reading the textbooks 

available, not to increase his knowledge, but to limit his presentations to a level 

that was more in line with the students' background and experience. He could 

have given them much more breadth and depth, but realized that that 

approach would not have been appropriate for the course he was teaching and 

the time available. 



Resources Used 

The respondents were asked to ident* as specifically as they could, the 

resources that were used during each of the learning activities. At the 

conclusion of the interviews, using the data that had been given, ten 

representative categones were identified for grouping purposes. The categories 

were: Friends, Colleagues or Teachers, Books, Journals, Newspapers or 

Magazines, Computer, Library Resources, Experts, Audio-Visud Tapes and 

Television, Manuals, Self, and Other. These categories of resources, dong with 

the frequency of their use, are given in Table 10. 

Table 10 

Resources Used to Assist with Learning Activity 

Resources Used 

Books 
Experts 
Other 
Journals/Newspapers/Magazines 
Friends 
Compu ter 
Audio-Visual Tapes and TV 
Colleagues 
Manuals 
Library Resources 
Learner 

Total 

Of these ten resources, the most frequently used was books, which were 

identified as being used in 134 learning activities, which is approximately 21% 

of the total number of resources used for all the learning activities. The 

respondents identified 'Experts' as the next most commonly used resource 



which represented 16%. Triends', 'Colleagues', 'Journals', 'Cornputers' and 

'Audio-Visual Equipment' each represented about 8% of usage. 

When all the human resources ('Experts', Friends', and 'Colleagues') 

were mmbined, this generated an overwhelming number of 212 instances of 

using human resources to assist with the learning activities. This total was 

generated by the fact that in a number of cases, more than one human 

resource was used for a particdar leamhg activity. 

In the literature review, reference was made to the fact that self- 

directed learnuig need not be learning in isolation, but ofkn had the effect of 

increasing the contact of the leamer with others. In the situation being studied 

here, by combining the categories of 'friends', 'colleagues' and 'experts', we can 

determine the number of contacts made with other people to assist in the 

learning situation as reported by the respondents; this totaled 130, which is a 

signincant number consid~ring the fact that the total number of learning 

activities they engaged in was 226. This indicates that about 558 of the total 

learning activities involved assistance from people. 

Finally, at the lower end of resources identified by the respondents as 

being used during the learning activities were 'Library Resources', 'Manuds' 

and 'Self. The identiiïed 'Self in those cases where they were able to transfer 

their own knowledge or skills h m  another area to the present Iearning 

situation. 

A fairly significant use was made of a great variety of resources classed 

as 'other' when the respondents were engaged in unique leaming activities such 

as plumbing or car repairs. These included such items as special bols or 

materials, product samples or instruction pamphlets, each of which were 

peculiar, but essential, to the specific leaniing situation of the respondent. 



The information given by the respondents indicates that, in their 

learning activities over the twelve month period, each one used at  least two 

categories of human resources. In a few instances, a human resource category 

was used only once, but in most of the cases, the fkequency of use was much 

higher, reaching as high as 9 in one category with one respondent. 

In 104 cases the respondents used people they recognized as 'Experts' in 

the field; in 48 cases they referred to 'Colleagues', who were people who had 

experience in the area of interest, but whom the respondents would not class 

as experts; finally, they referred to 'Friends' for idormation, advice or help in 60 

of the learning activities. 

Number of Resources Used Per Activib 

The number of resources used per leanllng activity ranged h m  1 to 6, 

as shown in Table 11, but on only 5 occasions did the respondents use 6 

resources for a single leanring activity. The frequency of either 5 resources 

being used per learning activity or 1 per activity was very similar, averaging 

about 19 occurrences. This was well below that of the frequency of using 2 , 3  

or 4 resources per leaming activity. These occurred 62, 68, and 52 times 

respectively . 
In most instances, the degree of accessibility to resources had a 

significant impact on the decision to participate in the activity. The desire to 

engage in a particular activity, however, would be put on hold rather than 

forgotten if the necessary resources were not available when required. The 

search for appropriate resources would then pmceed either in a formal or 

informal marner, depending on the prionty level of the learning activity at that 

time. In reference to one leaming activity, a respondent had had to find an 

alternate resource, a book. to help him l e m  the game of tennis. He said, "1 



Table 11 

Number of Resources Used for Each Leaming Activity 

, Total 

was not able to join a class to learn how to play tennis because my schedule 

wodd not d o w  it. " 

Self-directed learning does not mean learning e n h l y  independently or 

on one's own. In fact, the respondents in this study ofkn used other people as 

resources to help cl- information or to discuss issues related to their 

studies. One stated that he would have liked more opportunities to consult 

with people regarding his learning needs. Another, who was learning about 

cholesterol and its effects, took advantage of his next visit to his doctor, by 

asking him for suggestions which fùrther helped in his understanding of the 

condition and its contml. Others used human resources on a regular basis as 

these following statements indicate: "As far as learning ta communicate 

better in English, it isn't cunsulting, it's a request to get infomation-one way. " 

"A lot of my leaniing is fiom two main sources--reading and speaking with 

people." "Can I Say consulting with my peers? That is a big one." 

The respondents used a wide variety of resources (eleven were identified 

- see Table IO), but were selective in which they used for each learning activity. 



They were able to take advantage of the most appropriate resources for a 

number of reasons including the following: because they were mmpetent in 

their use; because they knew they were avaiiable; because they were able to 

access them with relatively little diflCIculty; because they were not too proud to 

seek out knowledgeable human resources. Also, they took advantage of 

resources that were not planned, but could contribute to theK learning, such as 

a television program or a conference, a journal article or a recommended book. 

Some of them who are avid readers are constantly on the search for 

suitable material. Typical comments were: "Reading books is a constant 

thing." "I'm big into the newspapers-it happens on a day-to-day basis." "1 like 

to read. 1 enjoy reading. 1 have a basic curiosity about almost everything." 

Ifresources needed for the learning activity are not available, the 

process is put on hold while a search is made for them, or alternative resources 

are located, through such channels as a library search or using their 

established network. Two respondents who make good use of the resources 

available at  libraries stated enthusiasticdy, "Public libraries? Oh, yes, 1 love 

public libraries." and, "1 used the library a lot; libraries are wondefi." 

The learning activity may be delayed for either a relatively short period 

of time, or an extended period of time, but the original goal does not appear to 

get lost. During the delay, other learnîng activities are begun, continued or 

completed. This tends to create pa rde l  or overlapping learning activities, a 

practice that appears to be common with this p u p  of people. 

For some particularly technical areas, especially related to the research 

that some were involved in, such as artificial intelligence, the respondents 

sometimes had dificulty locating suitable resources so had to be satisfied with 

a limited number of them. In one extreme case, there were no locally 



obtainable resources; &r an extensive search, however, material had to be 

translated h m  Japanese writing. 

Present Status of the Learning Activities 

By far the majority of leaming activities (136 out of a total of 226) was 

reported as being on-going, which means that they were begun, but not 

completed within the twelve month period. Eighteen of the 28 respondents had 

more learning activities on-going than completed, and 2 had as many learning 

activities on-going as completed. A total of 90 learning activities were 

described as being completed by the end of the twelve months. Table 12 

presents the figures representing the current status of the leaniing activities. 

Table 12 

Present Status of Learnllig Activity 

Completed 
On-Qing 

Some of the learning activities that were not completed, were started 

just prior to the beginning of the interviews, but many had not been completed 

for a number of other reasons. Some of these included the fact that there was 

no clear end to the learning activity (such as one which was a study of 

changing world politics), that more interesthg dimensions of the subject had 

been discovered, that the participant felt the need to know more about this 

subject, or that resources were not readily available. Whatever the reason, 

however, the respondent was the one to decide whether the learning activity 



was complete or not, and that depended largeIy on the present need for the 

learning. 

In only a relatively few cases was the learning activity inamplete 

because the leamer was unable or unwilling to continue it. In those instances 

where the leamer was temporarily blocked because of lack of appropriate 

resources, for instance, the leamer saw this as only a temporary set-back in 

the learning pmgress, and fully expected to continue the activity as soon as 

this obstacle was removed. 

Tirne Spent on Each Learning Activity 

Six arbitrary time frames were established, afkr the data collection, to 

record the amount of time that the respondents spent on their learning 

activities. These time frames with the related data are shown in Table 13; 

they were: up to 9 hours, 10 to 24 hours, 25 to 49 hours, 50 to 99 hours, 100 to 

499, and 500 and more. 

The respondents indicated that they spent between 100 and 499 hours 

on more learning activities (56) than any other time category, and more than 

500 hours o n  each of 10 activities; one respondent spent 2000 hours with 

teachers at a private high school leaming about, and practicing teaching skills. 

The second most cornmon time frame was the 10 to 24 hour category 

which applied tn 50 leaniing activities; the category of up to 9 hours included 

43 activities; the time frame of 50 to 99 hours applied to 37 activities; and the 

category 25 to 49 hours included 30 leaming activities. These figures indicate 

that only 43 out of a total of 226 leaniing activities were engaged in for less 

than 10 hours. 



Table 13 

Hours Spent on Learning ACtivity 

upto 9 
10- 24 
25- 49 
50- 99 
100 - 499 

500 + 

Total 

When determining the number of hours spent at any one learning 

activity, in many cases, a fair amount of probing was required. In most cases 

the leaming was conducted whenever the individual had some time; rarely was 

there a set time for the activity. As a result, the times given are only good 

estimates and could not be used in a quantitative analysis with any degree of 

accuracy. Because of their sincerity and the seriousness with which they 

participated in the interviews, however, the times given by the respondents are 

a clear indication of their level of commitment to the task, and their willingness 

to give the tirne that was necessary for them to l e m  to their level of need. 

If more accurate times of participation in learning activities were to be 

obtained, the participants would have to maintain a log book in which to record 

each time they engaged in the learning activity and for how long. For this 

study, the length of time given by the participants was deemed suficiently 

accurate, especially in light of the degree of probing that occurred. 

Time had not been a limiting factor in the decision to engage in any 

learning activity. In every case, the respondent had been sure that this 



activity was worth pursukg; it was just a matter of establishing its priority, 

and finding the time for learning episodes. One of them suggested that he dealt 

with the scheduling problem by being constantly ready. "The actual timing of 

when 1 do the leaming will depend on other priorities, but I have the materid 

available for when that time cornes." 

Because they oRen did not lmow ahead of time exactly what would be 

involved in the learning process, they did not lay out this aspect of the le- 

ahead of t h e ;  they just began when they could, and mntinued as often as they 

codd. One stated his perception this way ""ïhere is a definite long-term goal, 

but there is no specEc short term plan or timetable as to how to achieve that 

goal." For example, one of the women wanted to learn about gardening so that 

she could create an attractive garden at her new home. She did not know what 

would be her best resource, so she started surveying the library shelves, 

magazines at the stores, her fkiends and her family to get some ideas. As she 

read and talked to people, she was able to locate other resources which would 

help her further in her learning. She did not even consider the amount of time 

involved; she was just mxious  to discover what she needed to h o w .  

For some of them, the learning was included as a regular part of their 

day's or week's activities, but even then, the exact amount of time available or 

needed varied h m  time penod to time period. 

Out-ofeocket Expenses 

The amount of money the respondents estimated that they spent on 

each learning activity was assigned to one of six categories set according to the 

data given: no cost, up to 49 dollars, 50 to 149 dollars, 150 to 399 dollars, 300 

to 999 dollars, and 1000 and more dollars. This is shown in Table 14. 



Table 14 

Out-of-Pocket Expenses 

zero 
upto 49 
50-  149 

150 - 299 
300 - 999 

1000 + 

Total 

From the table above, one can see that almost one-half (100/226) of the 

learning activities were considered by the respondents to be cost-fkee, even 

though they spent many hours participating in them. They were able to use 

resources that were already available to them such as software packages, so 

they did not have to purchase them for the learning experience. At no time, 

however, was money a stumbling block to engaging in a learning activity. 

Some leanüng activities, such as acquiring skills in classroom 

management or leanüng how to play tennis, necessitated that the respondents 

spend money in order ta be able to achieve their personal learning goal, but 

wherever possible, spending money was avoided. Even the experts with whom 

they consulteci were contacted through their professional or personal network, 

and rarely involved a cost. Of a total of 226 learning activities, by far the 

majority, 8056, cost l e s  than 150 dollars. Of these, 100 were cost fkee, 45 cost 

up to 49 dollars, and 18 cost between 50 and 100 dollars. Of the remainder, 18 

cost between 150 and 300 dollars, 16 cost between 300 and 1000 dollars, and 

only 12 cost 1000 dollars or more. 



At no time did any one of the respondents express conceni about the 

amount of money he o r  she was spending for his or her learning activity. One 

respondent indicated his position on the cost of his learning activity by stating, 

"If1 spend twenty dollars on a book and 1 get two or three good ideas out of it, 

111 feel that it was very worthwhile." 

Each of them felt that a t  times, spending money was necessary for their 

learning, though çome were surprised at the total amount they had spent over 

the year. They were oRen able to engage in a signincant number of leaming 

activities for relatively small amounts of money, even to the point of no cost to 

them. They were financidy efficient lemers, maybe even h g a l ,  spending 

only as they had to when there was no other convenient way to achieve their 

purpose. However, one of them avoided a very high cost program even though 

it rnight have been valuable to him. He said, "1 could go in one of Mïcrosoft's 

courses, but I dont have a thousand dollars for a three-day course." 

Extent of Pre-planning 

The respondents were asked to determine the extent to which fhey had 

ordered their activities so that they could accomplish their personal leaming 

goals. They were able to respond to this question with very little reflection, 

because in most cases their answers fell into one of two  categories: either 

there was no planning at all beyond the level of deciding the topic or skill that 

they wished to pursue, or the procedure to achieve their goal was already 

clearly set out in their minds. The resdts can be seen in Table 15. 

Approximately 40% of the learning activities were not pre-planned, 

which meant that the respondents moved h m  one resource to another as the 

resources became available or as they became aware of them. Sometimes . 

they were directed to resources as they read bibliographies o r  text references 



Table 15 

Not a t  d 
Partial Pre-Planning 
WPre-Planning 

1 Total 

to other sources, and at times their human resources suggested other avenues 

to explore. This occurred when, for example, a respondent studied the sources 

of cholesterol and its effect on the body, and also when another respondent 

wanted to know more about cornputer hardware. 

The greatest percentage of the learning activities, 46%, was completely 

planned before the process was begun. This rneant that the leamer knew the 

resources that would be used and in what order, and how to access them. Only 

about 14% of the learning activities were planned in part; this was usually 

because the respondent could not see where to go beyond a certain point, and 

would bave to make a decision at that time as to where to move t~ next. The 

respondents were quite cornfortable with their learning, however, regardless of 

the degree of pre-planning that had occurred. Either no planning or partial 

planning presented a challenge which the respondents enjoyed, and which they 

considered to be a naturd part of the learning process that they were quite 

capable of handling. 

Several researchers including Tough (1971), and Fair (1973), have 

identified the notion of planner in their studies, and this reflected the key 

person or objed that conhlled the planning aspect of the l e d n g  activity. In 



the case of the faculty members, it seems to be increasingly clear that much of 

what they learned did not follow a set plan. but had a high degree of 

spontaneity or opportunism. An example of this was one who said, "I didn't 

have specinc ideas of everything I wanted to do; 1 simply went outside to fbd  

books that seemed appropriate based on my study. and that led to what I was 

going to do." 

They took advantage of situations o r  resources that became available 

to them at a time when they were able to devote time ta thern. One said, "1 

knew what it was that bothered me, and as oppomuiities presented 

themselves 1 took advantage of them, rather than planning them ahead of 

tirne." Another stated that, "This subject has been on my mind since 1 was 

twenty; some years nothing happens, then suddenly I'U see some new books 

advertised, and I'll get them and that will lead me somewhere else." As fa .  as 

one of the respondents was concerned, planning was not so much arranging his 

learnllig strategy as, "Planning involves looking ahead to see what changes are 

required in the courses 1 will have to present in the next semester. 1 will have 

to learn how best to present this material." 

Relatedness of learning Activity to Previous Learning 

As can be seen in Table 16, by far the majority of leaniing activities, 

193, were related at least to some degree, to knowledge that the respondents 

already possessed, so for the most part they were not exploring brand new 

fields. For example, the respondents who had decided to learn about raising 

children, considered that having had younger brothers or sisters, nieces and 

nephews or even friends or neighbours with children to be usefid background for 

their personal study. In the case of leaming a new piece of software, oRen the 

respondents' previous experience with the structure and conventions of other 



packages enabled them to access the software on the computer and begin to 

explore it with minimal Mculty. Where they did encornter pmblems with 

hardware or software, their level of f d a x i t y  with the technical language 

enabled them to find solutions by reading the man& provided 

Table 16 

Extent Learning Activity Related to Previous Knodedge 

Not a t  
Somewhat 
%MY 

1 Total 

More diflïdties were experienced by the respondents when they were 

engaged in a leaniing activity that was limited in its relationship to previous 

focused leaniing. Here the leamer had to discover ways to overcome the 

dificulties encountered, including locating resources, some of which had to be 

creatively obtained. 

By their selection of learning activities, the respondents indicated a 

strong preference for those that had a clear connection ta material with which 

they were familiar. For example, the respondents who had a good background 

in computer sohare were cornfortable exploring other related s o h a r e .  

Some of the learning acüvities such as those in the area of physical 

fitness were related to the individual's general knowledge, but the respondents 

clearly differentiated between this form of "knowïng" and the knowledge that 

results h m  a previous focused study. 



As an example, one respondent wished to l e m  how to repair the brakes 

of a car. He could proceed only part of the way, and he found the repair 

manuals inadequate for his purposes. He decided to advertise for, and hire a 

student auto mechanic to guide him in the pmcess. Because of the studentsr 

skills in car repairs, the respondent had to train the student to teach him how 

to do the repairs himself. This experience not only taught the respondent how 

to repair the brakes of a car, but also increased his sensitivity to the amount of 

guidance to provide his students when they are struggling with a new concept, 

o r  trying to solve a pmblem. 

Goal Setting 

The learning goals the faculty members set for themselves were rarely 

very specific. For instance, they set targets for themselves without setting an 

upper limit, and without determining clearly its breadth. Also, they commonly 

state their goals in general terms. Examples given were: "to learn more about 

a communications system", and "to become more familiar with the capabilities 

of a piece of sof%warer'. This approach to learning partially explains the 

relatively high number of leaming activities that are "on-going" as opposed ta 

being complete. 

Very ofken, this lack of specificity of goals for learning activities appears 

to lead to a desire for more learning, since additional questions or areas of 

interest are opened up to the learners as they engage in their studies. 

Frequently, the specific aspect of the subject defined by the respondent 

as a learning activity had been completed, but hekhe was now explonng 

another aspect of that, or a related subject. In this regard, the identified 

learning activity could be considered on-going even though the original goal had 



been met. Whenever possible, this transition was clarified through probing by 

the interviewer. 

AU of the respondents expressed confidence in their ability ta learn the 

material they set out to l e m ;  the barriers to their learning were usually 

extemal factors such as time limitations or resources not being available. 

Central to the respondents' success in their learning activities was their 

selection of appropriate goals for them. They began the process expecting 

success based on such factors as previous experience, awareness of persona1 

skills and local support available in both human and material resources. No 

one reported a "failure" in the sense of inability to complete the learning 

activity; there were temporary delays due to lack of time or other resources, 

but thep indicated that they always had the confidence that the project would 

swn be continued or completed. 

In his book, Whv Adults L e m ,  Tough points out that "not al1 persons 

have clear goals for al1 learning projects ..... On the contrary, this section of the 

report has so far been rather one-sided in apparently assuming that most 

adults sit down and assign units to al1 the probable costs and benefits before 

embarking on a learning project" (p. 51). Depending on how we define "clear" i t  

would appear that most of those in my study did not always have a clear goal, 

but they did have a purpose, and when they had achieved that purpose, they 

either ceased their study, pursued another branch of the subject, or chose tn 

continue their study rather than end it. 

There were rarely any external indicators or criteria used by the 

participants to confim that they had reached their goal. They had leamed 

successfully when they decided they were finished learning. A couple of 

comments supported this concept. One said, "1 set myself a task and 1 



completed it to my satisfaction," whîle another simply stated, "1 was able to do 

what I wanted to do." 

Support for the O v e 4  Goals of the Institution 

Although the respondents only classified 57% of the learning activities 

as being directly job related, their perception was that many more of the 

activities contributed indirectly to the goals of the institution than did not. Ln 

fact, they suggested that appmximately 668 of the leaniing activities were 

either indirectly or directly contributing to the overd  goals of the institution, 

even though they did not articulate exactly what these goals were. 

Because they viewed themselves as more than just purveyors of 

knowledge, they considered any activity that either prepared them to more 

effectively meet their students' needs, or contribute in any way to the growth 

of the organization, was supportive of the overall goals. For example, they 

considered the maintenance of good health through leaming how to exercise 

andlor maintain a balanced diet to be important to their ability to perform 

effectively and consistently in a role that requires a high expenditure of energy. 

They also considered that they were making a positive contribution to the 

organization by improving their professional knoaledge, skills or awareness, 

whether or  not there was an obvious and immedîate application to their 

teaching. When they engaged in any learning activities that made them more 

effective in the delivery of their subject, they considered this to be contributing 

to the goals of the institution. 

Learning 'In Parailel' 

Faculty members consistently indicated that they were engaged in 

several learning activities "in parallel" rather than one &r another in a Linear 



fashion. That is, they were pursuing more than one learning activity over a set 

period of time, with elernents such as opportunity, time and resources being 

contmlling factors. In most cases, they determined the priority level of each of 

the learning activities a t  any given time depending on such factors as 

immediate needs, inclination, persona1 schedule and even the time of the year. 

This resdted in a constant re-evaluation and reshuffling of priorities. The 

process appeared not to be a conscious one, but one that was, nevertheless, 

practiced by d l  the participants. One suggested that a TV program would be 

shown that night, or that another faculty member would be available for a 

discussion or to protide assistance with one aspect of the learning activity, and 

he would take advantage of that opportunity, even though he might have to 

adjust his schedule to accommodate it. 

Most interviewees indicated that they prefer to have several learning 

activities going on at  the same tirne, though a t  any given time, one will be 

dominant. This is consistent with the fact that their lives are balanced among 

a number of responsibilities, activities and interests, each of which is 

important to them, and the leaniing activities have connections with one or 

more of these areas of their lives. For example, one respondent was engaged in 

a number of learning activities over a period of time which included: wine 

making, amateur radio, course preparation, home maintenance and what 

growing older means. Each of them overlapped at  least one of the others 

during the twelve month period. 



Related Questions 

The last part of the interview was cornprised of four questions related to 

their learning activities. 

Question #i -- Leaming activities not engaged in. 

When asked if there were learning activities that they would have like to 

have engaged in over the past twelve months, but did not, none of the 

respondents had any dficulty identif?ymg at  least one. Likewise, they had no 

diEculty in naming the obstacle(s) that prevented them h m  doing so. 

Twenty-three of the respondents indicated that there was a lack of tirne 

for them to engage in more activities, even though they were highly motivated 

to do so. Some of them had wanted to leam a musical ski11 such as guitar, steel 

d m  or piano playing, but at this time were unable ta free the amount of time 

they considered necessas. to do it properly. Others were interested in more 

esotic activities such as hang gliding, archeology, astronorng, scuba diving and 

studying the nature of the Grand Canyon, but such factors as time, money and 

family responsibilities prevented them from pursuing them. Several had a 

keen interest in languages, both ancient and modem, and still others would like 

to learn to paint. 

Only 6 of the respondents indicated that they would like to have taken 

formal courses either in areas that they considered beyond their ability to 

handle on their own, or that were required for certification. There were 

indications from 8 of the respondents of an interest in studying a variety of 

aspects of the cornputer such as pmgramming, multimedia and networking. 

but they had no desire to pursue these studies in a forma1 course setting. 

In addition, there were many other interests indicated by the 

respondents that covered a wide variety of activities including the study of 



cultures through travel, ethics, artficial intelligence, science fiction, and 

hancial  investment. 

Question # 2 What skills do you have that enable you to participate in 

learning activities? 

One question that initially seemed to create some difficulty for the 

interviewees was that of the skills that allowed them to participate in the 

learning activities. Some of them had problems i d e n w g  their specific skills, 

so in a number of cases 1 had to probe with thern. In other cases, they had 

difficulty separating personality characteristics from learned skills, although 

once again, with probing, we were able to corne ta some understanding of their 

skills. The issue could likely have been clarified better, however, if 1 could have 

spent more time with h e m ,  but the interviews were long enough already. 

Collectively, however, they identified a broad range of skills that suggested that 

they would be capable of tackling many leamhg tasks. 

Many of the skills that they identified as possessing could be classed as 

either academic or cognitive, and were likely fine tuned, at least, during their 

formal education. One respondent referred to himself as one who loved to learn 

in many ways-a compulsive learner who needs variety, and another stated 

that he had an inquisitive, active mind with a constant desire to learn. Another 

respondent referred to this desire to l e m  by stating that he had a 

predisposition to learn, and yet another said that he was motivated to learn. 

"If you dont learn and keep on learning, what you know is history." "Learning, 

whether it is for my professional life or my personal life, is on-going. 1 don't 

separate my leaniing--this is for my personal life and this is for my teaching." 

"1 like to learn and read on my own." 



Several of the respondents referred to their confidence to work on their 

own without extemal guidance. They mentioned such contributing factors as 

the ability to understand and retain information, to work independently, to 

know what you want and how to get it, ambition, and showing initiative and 

self-confidence. 

Many identitied their ability to analyze situations, to be creative in their 

approach to problem solving, their ability in lateral thinking, and their trouble- 

shooting skills as being valuable in their ability to leam in a self-directed 

manner. One respondent referred to the fact that his skills are more in the 

area of anaIj.tical and quick thinking rather than organizational because he 

can locate information faster than someone who is organized. Another 

suggested that one of his skills is in relation to accessing resources: he knows 

what his resources are and how to use them. 

They made a number of references to the curiosity, or intellectual 

curiosity that was significant in either getting them started o r  helping them to 

raise new questions for study which would lead to new stages of their learning 

activity. The respondents also referred frequently to their persistence or 

perseverance that would keep them going in spite of setbacks or obstacles in 

their learning path. In one case, a respondent said, "Learning how to use a 

camera taught me patience, planning skills, observation skills, concentration." 

Considering the fact that this is a high tech institution, it is no surprise 

to discover that many of the respondents recognize their abilities with 

cornputers to be an asset to them in their learning activities. About one half of 

them made reference to computer search skills, computer dexterity and 

computer skills as being key skills in enabling them to access information or 

perfom operations that were necessary in order ta continue their studies. 



Because their learning activities encompassed such a variety of both 

academic and non-academic endeavours, six of them alço commented on their 

physical skills, their ability with tools, or their artistic skills as coniributing 

significantly to their ability to successfûlly engage in their learning activities. 

Question # 3 -- What skills do you lack, which results in interference with your 

ability to learn? 

They also seemed to have difficulty identifying skills that they lack, 

although the. did agree that they are both drawn to learning activities that use 

their present skill set, and are deflected h m  those that would be more difficult 

for them because new skilIs would be required. There are exceptions to this, 

however, since at least one wanted to do something totally foreign to him (Le. 

fil the brakes on his car). He benefited most from this learning activity by 

maintaining control over how he and his expert helper engaged in the task. 

The respondents appeared to have the most difficulty identiMng those 

skills that they lacked which, in tum, prevented them From engaging in some 

learning activities. One respondent suggested that there are some skills that 

he lacks, but there are thngs  that he believes cannot be taught. Another 

stated his position clearly when he said, "I'm not aware of any skill that I lack, 

and which prevents me from being able to learn something." 

In the short t h e  available, and without any prompting, the respondents 

were able to report lacking a number of skills they deemed desirable that 

ranged between none (as indicated by three respondents) and a maximum of 

four. One of them asserted that he would not engage in learning activities that 

he felt that he was not equipped to handle, though he did not specify any 

particular skills he needed. 



Collectively, the respondents presented an array of skills that they 

lacked, a fact which they sensed interfered with their ability to learn. Whereas 

some had mentioned that their interpersonal skills were significant in their 

learning activities, others now referred to this same area as a serious 

limitation to their leaming activities. They variously described their lack as: 

tending to be shy; needing to be more accepting of people as they are; lacking 

pro blem-solving skills, especiall y conflict resolution; l a h g  diplomacy; having 

a tendency to avoid some people because they lacked patience with them; and 

a need for more effective negotiating skills. 

Communication skills were identified by some of the respondents as 

being a problem, but this is not entirely surprising, since for a good number of 

the faculty, English is not their first language, and for some it is not even their 

second language, yet their verbal communication with me was a t  a high level. 

They variously described their perceived deficiencies as: lack of skills in using 

the English language, the inability ta follow verbal and written instructions, 

and a lack of proficiency in communicating in English. 

Still another area of concern that the respondents suggested interfered 

with their pursuit of leaniing activities was the difficulty of first of al1 getting 

started on them, and then following through to their completion. One of the 

respondents suggested that he has a problem in that he is fascinated by many 

subjects, and so he finds himself easily drawn into other related study areas as 

he pursues his main interests. This resulted in a number of starts to learning 

activities without completions, even though the interest in the original area of 

study remains. 

Others refer to the dificulty of selecting suitable topics for exploring, and 

of prioritizing their needs as they proceed with their study. One respondent 

refemed to his lack of interest in a broader range of topics as being a stumbling 



block ta his engaging in more learning activities. He sensed that it was 

desirable for him to venture into new areas, but was reluctant to do m. 

Once they are engaged in a learning activity, the respondents stated 

that they may not complete it for a variety of reasons: difficulty in coping with 

detailed work, remembering details, resisting a low hstrat ion level, and even 

persevering when they encounter difficulties This tends to discourage them 

from selecting activities that would involve those aspects that cause them 

dificul ty. 

Even though this institution is highly technical in its orientation, a 

number of its courses are not computer specific, and therefore, do not require a 

strong background in this area. This fact led to the disclosure that the need for 

technical skills in the area of computers also creates a stumbling block for 

some who sense that their lack of cornputer and logic skills, and the inability to 

program computers makes i t  dificult or impossible for them to follow some of 

their interests. One respondent even identified the inability to read computer 

manuals as a major problem for him. Another respondent recognized that his 

inability to navigate the Internet was preventing him from engaging in a useful 

or  even valuable pmcess. 

Also mentioned by individual respondents as contributing to their lack of 

participation in other leanüng activities were such limitations as: learning 

disabilities, weak time management skills, and a lack of artistic skills. 

Question # 4 -- What is the impact of deadlines on your ability to learn? 

For a group of well educated individuals who have demonstrated the 

initiative to investigate a broad range of subjects both job-related and personal, 

and learn without a forma1 structure, or direction h m  others, one could 

reasonably assume that they might prefer to work without deadlines. When 



the question of preference for working with or without deadlines was posed to 

the respondents, they indicated that they do not al1 prefer to work to a deadline. 

For some, deadlines were considered to be a very usefùl bol, while others 

sensed that they interfered with their preferred style of working, even to the 

point of being counterproductive. Comments such as the following were made 

by respondents: "1 need the pressure of a deadline, because 1 tend to leave 

everything to the last minute. If no deadline is set, 1 set one for myself." 

Another stated that he is much more focused with a deadline, which pushes 

him to get the work done; if there is no deadline, he fits the work in whenever 

possible. 

The opposing point of view was expressed by a number of respondents 

who found deadlines destructive to their working and/or learning style. A 

typical blunt response to the question by one who opposed deadlines was "1 do 

not react well to deadlines." He followed this by stating that "They (deadlines) 

work better for the person setting them than for the performer, unless one sets 

one's own deadlines." Another suggested that deadlines are arbitrary, and that 

he likes to explore topics further as he needs to. For him, "Deadlines may 

cause skipping of important details." Another stated that he needed to process 

ideas in his own time and way. Still another indicated his preference in this 

waj: "I need an unstructured arrangement. I like to do multiple tasks at  one 

time rather than in a linear fashion. Deadlines tend to interfere with my way of 

doing things." 

A third type of response was given by a few of the respondents who 

recognized the value of approaching tasks differently depending on the contest. 

One respondent stated this position quite ciearly when she said that "1 like ta 

set my own schedule, my own pace. I'm unstructured in my personal Me, but 

I'm very stnictured in my teaching." Another respondent indicated that 



whether a deadline is set or not depends on the assignment. If he recognizes 

the assignment as being important, he sets a deadline if one is not given, and 

regardless of who sets it, he meets the deadline. 

From the information given by these respondents, it is clear that there 

is support for both the setting of deadlines, and the preference for no deadlines, 

or a 'free rein,' when considering the completion of a task or activim. Of those 

who clearly stated their position in regards to the setking of deadlines, 13 were 

in favour of them, and 12 preferred having no deadline to which to work. 



CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Educators are expected to be independent, self-directed 
professionals. We expect them to maintain an up-to-date 
espertise in their discipline, to initiate and implement innovations 
in their institution or organization, to contribute to their 
profession and their community, and to be responsible for their 
own professional development. (Cranton, 1996, p. 50) 

If we can demonstrate convincingly the political dimensions of an 
idea (self-directed learning) that is now enshrined in so many 
programmatic mission statements and in the espoused theory of 
the field as a whole, and ifwe can liR the concept out of the slough 
of narcissistic, unproblematic self-actualization in which it is 
currently mired, then we have a real chance to use this idea as 
one important element in rebuilding a critical practice of adult 
education. (Brookfield, 1993, p. 240) 

This final chapter considers the evidence presented by the group of post- 

secondary educators in this study in relation to how they chose to increase 

both their personal and professional learning. The information given by the 

respondents during the interviews was used to arrive at conclusions and 

implications regarding the personal and professional development of adult 

educators, and to suggest further areas of research related to this study. 

An Overview of the Study 

The Questions 

This study considers the question: What role does self-directed learning 

play in post-secondary teachers' efforts to maintain both persona1 and 

professional growth during their careers? 



The study would suggest that these post-secondary educators engage in 

a significant number of self-directed learnuig activities as a normal routine. 

This group of 28 participated in a total of 237 learning activities over the 

twelve month time period (226 of which were analyzed); t h i s  was an average of 

8.46 learning activities per respondent. Of the 226 learning activities, 179 

were totally self-directed and 11 were at  least partially self-directed. Eighty- 

three of the learning activities were directly job-related, and 5 1 were partially 

related to their teaching position. The remainder were engaged in for personal 

reasons. In only 31 cases out of 226 were formal classes or courses attended 

to achieve their learning needs. These numbers would suggest that self- 

directed leaniing plays a very significant role in the personal and professional 

growth of this group of 28 post-secondary teachers. 

Gmwing out of the primary question, were the following: 

1. What self-directed leaniing activities did the educators participate in over 

the past twelve months? 

This group of post-secondary educators participated in a wide range of 

self-diiected learning activities over the past twelve months. The learning 

activities were placed in nine different groupings. These were: Technical, 

which represented 239 of the total number of learning activities, Personal, 

18G1 Hobbies, 165, Vocational, 135, Subject Related, 13%, Home, 7% Social, 

5 4 ,  Politics, 3% and Philosophy, 29.  

2. What reasons did they give for engaging in these activities? 

The respondents gave a variety of reasons for engaging in these learning 

activities. Most of the reasons related to General Interest, Professional 

Growth, and Self-Improvement. These reasons combined were mentioned 

281 times out of a total of 532. Other reasons given included Teaching 

Preparation, Financial, Social, Convenience and Politics. 



3. What methods did they use to learn? 

The respondents selected the most appropriate methods for themselves 

and the learning task. By far the most common method was reading; 

consulting was also significant. They also made use of a number of other 

methods including mal and E m r ,  Discussion/Debate and Audio Visual 

Devices. 

4. What did they perceive as inhibiting them from becoming more active in 

their learning? 

The most significant inhibitor was the amount of t h e  they have 

available for learning activities. 

5. What personal characteristics or skills either enabled them or limited their 

ability to participate in self-directed learning? 

The respondents' ability to research and read, the confidence they have 

in their ability to learn what they want to, their knowledge of what they want 

to leam, and their technical expertise, are all significant contributing factors in 

their ability to participate in self-directed learning. 

Some of these educators also recognize that they lack skills such as 

facility with computers, but they tend to be making an attempt tu address 

these recognized needs. 

6 .  What resources did the educators use to meet their learning needs? 

The respondents used a number of resources to assist them with their 

learning. The most commonly used single resource was Books which were used 

21% of the time, but the most significant was human resources, which they 

used 39% of the time. 



7. To what degree do the respondents perceive success in their learning 

activities? 

This gmup of educators reported either being successful in every 

learning activity, or working toward success with the confidence that any 

bamers, such as the lack of resources, wodd soon be overcome. 

The Intenlews 

The respondents in the study were twenty-eight self-selected members 

of a faculty of a post-secondary for-profit institution in the Toronto area. ALI 

sixty mernbers of the faculty were invited to participate in the study, and 

nearly one-halfvolunteered to engage in a one hour interview to discuss their 

learning activities over the past twelve months. A semi-stmctured protocol 

was used to guide the interview, while at  the same time providing opportunities 

for the respondents to share their perceptions of their leaming experiences. To 

capture as many aspects of the inteMews as possible, dl but one of the 

interviens were tape recorded; this allowed the researcher to review the 

recordings later in order to capture more dimensions of the responses. In 

addition, the researcher later recorded his own reactions to, and perceptions of 

the inten-iews. 

Each interview was begun with a short series of questions to capture 

some personal data. Following this, a list of all leaniing activities engaged in 

over the past twelve months was generated by, first of dl, asking the 

respondents to recall them, and then reading them a list of key words. This list 

helped them reflect on a range of areas to ensure that as many of their 

leaming actik-ities as possible were identfied. This procedure was foilowed 

because of the anticipated difficulty the respondents could experience of 

recalling learning activities that had occurred as much as twelve months ago. 



Initially, Tough (1965) identified this conceni, and included a list of key words in 

his study, and Fair (1973) utiiized a similar approach to Tough. 

Once the list of learning activities was established, each of the activities, 

in turn, was considered in regards to a number of factors: the reasods) for 

engaging in that leaming activitx the resources used to assist in the learning; 

and the time spent in leaming; the costs associated with learning; the degree to 

w hich the Learning was job-related; who decided the content and learning 

methodk); the method(s) used to acquire the learning; whether the learnllig 

activity was completed; the degree of planning for the learning activity; the 

relation of this learning activity to previous knowledge; and the degree to which 

the learning activity supporteci the goals of the institution. These data were 

recorded on prepared reçponse sheets as they were given by the respondents. 

After al1 the learning activities were e-qlored with the respondents, a 

final short list of questions was posed to the respondents to diçcover those 

learning activities they would have liked to engage in, but were not able; the 

skills they have, or lack, that helped determine which learning activities they 

engaged in; and the significance of whether a specific deadline waç set for their 

leaming activities, as well as who set it. 

Data Analysis 

At the completion of the collection of the data, they were studied to 

identiS. categories into which they could be organized to facilitate 

understanding what the respondents had said individually and collectively. 

From this, the tables as seen in the "Findings" chapter were created. 

This study was exploratory in nature to consider the self-directed 

learning activities of a number of faculty members at one pst-secondary 

institution. This was the first of this type of study of post-secondary, non- 



university educators, however, since the literature supports the notion that 

educators are willing to take responsibility for their own professional growth, it 

is reasonable to assume that similar patterns might be discovered at other 

non-university, post-secondary educational institutions. There may, however, 

be differences in the learning emphases of faculty of other institutions due to 

such factors as the context in which they work. 

Highliplhts of Findings 

Some of the highlights of the findings of the study are outlined in the 

following section. The 28 respondents revealed that they had engaged in a total 

of 226 self-directed learning activities during the past twelve months, and of 

these, only 85 were directly job-related. The number of leaming activities that 

each respondent engaged in ranged h m  a low of 5, to a high of 14, with the 

median being 7. The 532 reasons given for engaging in these activities were 

divided into 12 categories. The top three categories were: General Interest, 

mentioned 107 times, Professional Growth, mentioned 92 times, and Self- 

Irnprovement, mentioned 82 times. Eighty-one percent of the time the 

respondents gave either one or  two reasons for engaging in a learning activity. 

The methods that were used to acquire the leamings were divided into 12 

categories of w-hich Reading and Consulting were the most significant by a 

large margin; in only 31 instances (14% of the total) did the respondents attend 

courses or classes for their learning, a percentage that is higher than the one 

percent reported by Tough (1979) and Fair (1973), but still low in relation to 

the other learning rnethods. For approximately 749  of the learning activities, 

either 2 or 3 methods were used. In 175 of the total of 226 learning activities 

the respondent was the one who decided the content and the method of 

leaming. Even though only 83 learning activities were directly related to their 



teaching, the respondents indicated that a total of 154 activities made a 

positive difierence in their ability to deliver content, and/or in their relationship 

with their students. Of the 11 categories of resources used in the learning 

activities, "Books" and "Experts" were the two most common. "Books" were 

used 134 times and "Experts" were used 104 times. Human resources, 

including "Experts," were used in a total of 212 instances. Most often, the 

respondents used two, three, or four resources to assist them in their learning 

activities. A very significant number, 136, of the learning activities begun 

within the last twelve months were on-going; this was because the need for the 

learning activity had not yet been met. One hundred and seventy-three 

learning activities required between 10 and 499 hours, indicating a high level of 

cornmitment to each of the activities. No planning or little planning preceded 

the respondents' engaging in 121 of the learning activities, because the path of 

learning was not clear at the beginning of the activity, but aas determined as 

the respondents proceeded. Most of the learning activities were either partially 

or  totally related ta previous knowledge, rather than being an entirely new area 

of study. Finally, the most common factor in the respondents' not engaging in 

more learning activities was that of time; they would have liked to engage in 

more, but were restricted by the time available to them. 

Conclusions and Implications 

The study was designed to consider the d e  that self-directed leaniing 

activities played in these educators' efforts to maintain both personal and 

professional growth over a twelve month period of t h e .  They could not have 

anticipated this study, suggesting that in acquiring these learnings the 

respondents behaved in a way that was natural and normal for them. Their 

areas of study were diverse in al1 cases, and this would lead us to further 



suggest that this group of educators, both individudy and collectively, value 

learning in many aspects of life, and do not concentrate on job-related 

lemmings. 

In contrast, Fair (1973) stated that when beginning elementary 

teachers were asked about aiJ of their learning activities, "It was found that 

very few of the teachers conducted any leaniing projects that were not related 

to their professional role" (p. 17). If a further comparison were made between 

secondary school teachers and these post-secondary teachers, we might find 

that there is a contrast in their learning foci, also. I t  may be that with formal 

teacher training, the mind is more directed to specific teaching needs which the 

individual is able to identify. 

These educators studied in order to address needs that they had 

identifïed in their lives without consideration of whether the needs were 

classified as professional or personal. The respondents were always able to 

give reasons for engaging in learning activities, but where the learning was 

based on a persona1 need, they gave no reasons to suggest that they were 

conscious of any anticipated applications to their professional role. During the 

study, however. the educators were able to make valuable connections 

between what they had studied for persona1 growth and their performance as 

an educator. 

We cm,  therefore, imply fiom this that learning activities have the 

potential of having an impact on both the personal and professional aspects of 

an individual's life. Cranton (1996) states that, "Educators' individual 

development and their role in work and social mntexts cannot be separated. 

Learning is both a process of socialization and a process of change" (p. 142). 

She posits that, ".... if educaturs are to develop their practice they must include 

both personal and professional growth, and that critical reflection on practice 



will be central to the leaming" (p. 76). We might then suggest that, if we want 

educators to develop and accommodate change, we should encourage and 

assist them to reflect on their practice. This may, in turn, increase the 

number of leaming activities they engage in, and result in personal and 

professional growth. 

Breadth of Learning 

The respondents in this study were well-educated individuals with an 

area of expertise in relation to their acadernic background and their work 

experience. They demonstrated an interest in a very broad spectrum of 

subjects and activities. Both as individuals and as a gmup, they indicated that 

their learning path is far h m  unidirectional. Tough (1968) suggests in his 

book, Whv Adults Learn, that this breadth of learning is desirable. He states 

that, "..A also seems clear that there is nothing wrong with leaming for 

practical reasons; we should be careful to avoid assuming that "good" adult 

learning occurs only because of a thirst for knowledge, a seeking after tmth, o r  

some such thing" (p. 53). 

These respondents have left me with the very real impression that they 

are adventmus in their learning, because it is a vital part of a vibrant life; 

they would be deprived if they could not l e m .  Their non-working, awake time 

that is not dedicated to personal and family responsibilities, is commonly used 

for learning activities, giving them pleasure as well as a sense of 

accomplishment. They do not leam in order to work; they leam in order to 

have a more fdfilling life. 

The educators in this study engaged in a very high percentage of 

learning activities which would be classed as autodidaxic, which is defined by 

Candy (1991 as self-directed learning which takes place outside formal 



institutional settings (p. 13). Each one of the learnings, however, was 

important enough to the individual involved for them to commit significant 

time and energy, and o h n  money to it. They could have stopped the learning 

process at any time, because they were in control, but in most cases, they 

continued the learning until they had met their need, or are continuing the 

process because the need is still present. For example, one respondent was 

leaming to touch type rather than two finger typing. He was using a tutor on 

the computer, so he was able to engage in the learning of this sMl until he was 

satisfied that he had grasped the concept; he then used this new ski11 whenever 

he keyed anything at the computer. Another respondent decided to learn how 

to play golf. He learned some of the basic skills in his first season, but is aware 

that he has a lot more to l e m ;  his learning is continuing. 

These educators do. however, still enjoy extending their leaming in their 

area of specialty, because they have a keen interest in it and follow 

developments in it very closelj; that, however, only defines one part of them. 

These people are more than accountants, engineers, physicists, researchers. 

teachers-they are musicians, writers, naturalists, divers, parents, artists, and 

take great pnde in their success in these pursuits, making no apologies for 

them. Also, when theses educators stand in front of their classes, or  discuss 

issues with their students, they see themselves as total perçons with interests, 

skills, and expenences which they are willing to share with their students, in 

addition to their cumculum knowledge. 

Planning 

One of the major driving forces for these respondents was the desire to 

involve themselves in a process of leamhg that would eventually satisfy their 

current needs. The direction of the pmcess codd not be Mly determined either 



at  the beginning of, or during the lear-g; it could only be totally seen in 

retrospect. Therefore it  could not be planned, in the sense of creating a series 

of connected steps leading to the proposed learning objective, but that did not 

reduce its effectiveness or usefulness for the leamer. 

The educators' path to learning was o h  more like entering a maze 

than traveling down a highway, for many reasons. It centered, however, on the 

fact that the educators viewed their needs as being unique ta them in their 

context, so there was no prescribed solution available; their ways of obtaining 

resources for their leaming activities was also unique, and could not always be 

anticipated. The participants in the study usually had access to a number of 

resources, either human or material, so their leaming path was detemined by 

which of these they chose, or which was available a t  a particular time. or, as 

on some occasions, which was thrust on them in a serendipitous fashion. 

There appear to be benefits to planning for action, but based on the 

esyerience of these respondents, learning is not planned in the same sense. 

Even though planning for action is very often accomplished without f d l  

knowledge of the facts, effective planning requires a certain level of 

understanding before the planning can start. In the case of the learning 

activities of these respondents, however, there could not dways be a plan in 

the same sense as for action; it was far more reactive than proactive. 

These respondents made a decision to engage in these learning 

activities, but they did not report always consciously going through a planning 

stage which guided them throughout their learning. AU of the respondents 

showed a consistency in their apparent lack of planning the process of the 

learning over which they maintained control. This might suggest, therefore, 

that the emphasis placed on planning for learning is excessive when dealing 

with adults. A high degree of esternally irnposed planning may even be 



counter-productive, as i t  would require that the participants yield some control 

of the leaniing process to the planner. The leamers cannot t d y  know their 

personal mad to their learning goal until they have traveled it. Candy (1991) 

refers to this phenomenon in this way: 

Autodidaxy certainly involves .... some sort of goal setting, 
finding and utilizing appropriate resources, attempting 
different ways of attacking the subject matter, responding 
to feedback, and evaluating and moving on. Such functions 
definitely need to be performed, but they are identified in 
retrospect .... (p. 167) 

One of the key skills required to cope with this type of leaming 

experience would appear to be the ability to deal with a lack of clarity of the 

steps in the lemming process, combined with the codidence to travel in 

unfamiliar territos. Ebth of these skills would be utilized by the respondent 

who set out "to leam how to work in this environment." In addition, the 

effective learner would have to be able to transfer skills fiom some other area 

of life ta assist in new learning situations. The respondent who studied 

archeology as a hobby used his research skills from academia to help him in his 

explorations of literature. 

Professional Development Activities 

Professional development is generally considered to be that which is 

done to the teacher, more so than what the teacher does to or for him- or 

herself. The educators in this study took charge of what they perceived their 

needs to be, including their professional development. They reported that they 

were successful in their activities, which led to a level of satisfaction with their 

performance. For example, those who had chosen to familiarize themselves 

with a software package, and who had indicated that the activity was 



completed, al1 reported that they were satisfied with their level of 

understanding of the software. 

Cranton (1996) points out that traditionally, educators do not have this 

degree of freedom regarding their professional development. She indicates that, 

"... .traditional development strategies do not tend to encourage or even allow 

educators to have control over their o w n  development .... i t  is o h n  assumed 

that others know best what they need to learn" (p. 50).  Brookfield (1986) also 

voices his concern about the way professional development is conducted. He 

As a teacher who has participated in staff development exercises 
for some ten years, 1 have found that the most annoying feature 
of such exercises is the way in which outside 'expertsf are brought 
in to identiS. my problems and then to suggest solutions I should 
undertake. (p. 254) 

Cranton (1996) further suggests that certain conditions must be present in 

professional development activities if we want educators to fundamentally 

change their appmach to teaching. She says that, "If educator development is 

to be ernancipatory or transfomative, it is important that educators have 

control over their learning and access to the resources they need for leaniing" 

(p. 51). 

Based on the response of the study group to their recognized need for 

professional growth, dong with the previous comments, there appears to be an 

argument for encouraging educators to take a much more active role both in 

deciding what their professional development activities should be, and in the 

delivery of those activities. Candy (1991) supports this shift in responsibility 

to the educator by reminding us that, 

Most government policies on education, and many institutional 
policies and mission statements as well, stress the development 
of independence, autonomy, and the ability to control their own 
affhirs as major objectives for learners of al1 ages. (p. 20) 



Tough (1979) reports that there has been some progress already. 

Those responsible for professional development have recently 
experimented with procedures for helping individuals design and 
conduct their own learning: examples include graduate studentç, 
medical doctors, mental health professionals, and ministers. (p. 
191) 

The foregoing approach would appear to be a usefd one for educators, 

but there does not appear to be any evidence of such experimentation in 

relation to the teaching role by educational institutions in this field. 

Autonomy 

There is no reason to believe that this was an unusual twelve month 

period of learning for these people, and certainly no one left me with that 

impression. Any other twelve month time period taken would very likely reveal 

similar activities with similar reçults. It is reasonable, therefore, to suggest 

that this approach to learning has been developed by these respondents to 

meet their needs in the way they perceive as being most effective, based on 

circumstances, contest, priorities, availability of resources (including the most 

valuable, time), and personal preference. 

It is also reasonable to expect that the respondents will continue to use 

this approach in the future, and only revert to a more formal approach when 

required to for certification orjob requirements (i. e. when extemal pressure 

demands it) or when they choose to. Tough (1979) refers to the continued 

importance of formal education when he states that, "Virtually everyone still 

agrees that al1 of this professionally guided learning is an incredibly important 

phenornenon in the world today" (p. 193). It is, however, only one approach to 

leming. and "tums out to be only (20%) of the total picture. Eighty percent of 



the adult's leaming efforts. .. .consist largely of self-planned leaming" (Tough, 

1979, p. 193). 

Collectively, however, the respondents provided some answers as to why 

they only utilized formal courses in a limited manner to acquire their learning. 

They suggested such factors as: the low benefit factor for their time and effort; 

their lack of, or minimal control over the learning pmcess and the content; the 

lack of time fiexibility; the proximity to their place of business or home. 

Because self-directed leaming is not the only avenue available to them, 

it seems reasonable to assume that if the respondents were not satisfied with 

their level of success or ability to l e m  in a self-directed manner, they would 

not continue to choose it. or to spend the large amount of time at it that they 

do. Alternatives, such as formal courses, are available, and if at  any time in 

the future the respondents sense a need for a different arrangement, they have 

the knodedge, confidence, and skills necessary to take advantage of whatever 

is more appropriate. 

In his discussion of autonomy as it refers to leaniing. Candy (1987) 

commented that 

.... anyone who is familiar with a subject or topic may well choose to 
submit to being taught, at least in the beginning. This does not 
necessarily imply any pathological lack of (personal autonomy), but 
rather an acknowledgment that the best way to master the 
rudiments of a new area is to be taught by an expert. (p. 173) 

These educators did not ignore formal courses, but they used them when they 

were appropriate, available, being presented at a convenient location and at a 

tirne that would fit into their schedule. They, therefore, exercised their 

autonomy in the selection of formal courses even though, as a consequence, 

they had to lleld control over the content and method of delivery to the 

instructor. This would further suggest that, in order to meet the professional 



development needs of educators, a range of options for leamhg would be more 

beneficial than a single offering or a limited number of offerings. At different 

times and under different circumstances, educators may recognize that one 

method of learning would be more powemil for them than another; freedom to 

choose, tied to the responsibility to grow rnay be the most effective approach 

to professional development. Cranton (1996), however, reminds us that, "Most 

a d d t  educators (that is, educators of adults) learn the skills and techniques of 

their profession through some f o m  of self-directed learning rather than 

through formal pmgrams or courses" (p. 171). 

Hiiman Resources 

The criticism oRen leveled at self-directed learning is that it promotes 

isolationism, that it is self-centred, and anti-social. There is no evidence of this 

happening with any of the individuals 1 inteniewed. These educators chose to 

learn on the basis of one of several situations: a need they had identified in their 

working situation, such as preparation to teach a new course; a need for 

professional growth, such as working through the "Introduction to Power 

Builder" software package; a need in their personal lives, such as child care: or 

a need in their relationships with others, such as ethnic awareness. 

As the respondents embarked on a path to fulfill an identified need, they 

drew on their own knowledge and experience fïrst; this guided them in locating 

the most appropriate and available resources. For example, those who 

preferred to read in order to leam, oRen searched for written sources such as 

books or joumals (one respondent who was interested in politics found the 

reading of political novels helpfùl); and those who preferred to research 

material would often begin by approaching a variety of sources, using the skills 

they had developed in previous situations. For example, the respondent who 



needed to leam about wiring his cottage contacted friends who had done some 

of their omm wiring, his local electrical supply store, and the library for some 

ideas. 

The respondents' communication skills and interpersonal skills allowed 

them to approach and draw information h m  others who had knowledge or 

experience in their area of need. Other contacts gave them suggestions as to 

how, from where, or from whom they might obtain other resources. Whether 

through reading about the experiences of others, sharing their concerns with 

others, or drawing on the expertise of others, however, these individuals did not 

learn in isolation; they drew on the many available resources around them that 

form part of our social fabric. These resources included: the family doctor, 

material suppliers, department store employees, cornputer store ernployees, 

fnends in the field, and contacts referred by fiiends, peers, and the local libraiy, 

al1 of which are available to any member of society who has the ability and 

inclination to take advantage of them. 

The key in this case appeared to be the ability of the respondents to 

select and locate resources, along with their confidence to utilize them to their 

advantage. Fair (1973) also found that his study group utilized human 

resources in fifty-four percent of their leaming activities, but because most of 

their learning activities were job-related, this assistance came mainly fmm 

people who were either in, or closely related to, the school. In the case of the 

educators in the present study, assistance came from a variety of human 

resources, because their leaming activities were so diverse. 

Increasing Auareness 

None of the respondents indicated that they were even aware of the 

concept of self-directed l e m i n g  before I intmduced them to it through the 



study. They were, however, practicing it regularly, and often. They had had no 

formal training in the skills related to self-directed leanüng, nor had they been 

encouraged to practice them, so 1 would tentatively suggest that either the 

skills evolved as a by-product of their formal education or their maturing 

process, or they were part of their innate skills. 

This group of educaturs appear to engage in self-directed learning 

activities in a most natural way, and with a limited consciousness of the fact 

that they are doing m. Their apparent lack of awareness of their engaging in 

this practice suggests that an important first step in encouraging this 

behaviour would be to legitimize it; to recognize that this is an acceptable way 

of learning. Tough (1979) suggests that there may be a problem here when he 

states that, "The interviewers felt several learners (in their 1970 study) were 

not recalling or revealing al1 their learning projects, especially their self-planned 

efforts'' (p.25). This would mean that adults could initially identify d l  the 

learning options available to them to achieve a learning objective, and then 

they would be able to deliberately select self-directed leaniing h m  these 

alternatives for each of their learning activities if they so wished, knowing that 

i t  would have s t a tu .  

Recognition bs Administrators 

One of the dificulties associated with self-directed learning is its lack of 

recognition by administrators, who often require successful completion of 

formal courses for upgrading or promotion in the work setting. Since the 

faculty were not familiar with the concept of self-directed learning, it is 

reasonable to assume that administrators lack this awareness, also. There is. 

therefore, a need to ensure that administrators are aware of this active and 

effective learning practice of their faculty (and, very likely, in their own lives). 



Even increasing the administrators' knowledge and understanding of the 

concept and practice of self-directed learning, however, will not automatically 

ensure their recognition of it as a viable element of the faculty members' 

professional gmwth. 

There is one point at which the concept of self-directed learning and 

professional growth could merge, and that is in the process leading ta the 

annual performance review, during which time the faculty members are 

required to indicate their personal growth plan for the coming year, and review 

their activities fi-om the past year. In this there is some room to identie, and 

have recognized, anticipated activities involving self-directed learning. If 

administrators recognize the value of self-directed leaming, the educators, 

themselves, ni11 also consider them to be more important as a method of 

upgrading and professional development. 

Difference to Teaching; 

This study explored al1 the learning activities of the respondents, both 

professional and personal. They reported that in 154 instances the learning 

activity made a positive difference to their teaching, even though only 83 were 

completely job-related. As a result, we can çurmise that much of what the 

respondents leam has value in the professional growth of a teacher, since they 

indicated that they were able to transfer benefits from their learning activities 

to the demands in the classmm or lecture hall. These benefits were often not 

anticipated, but were judged by the teacher to be valuable in their context. For 

esample, the respondent nho  learned how to fix the brakes on his car was 

given, according to him, a valuable lesson on the degree to which he should or 

should not help a student who is stniggling with a difficult concept in class. In 

another instance, the respondent who had cornpleted a study of the computer 



hardware available for personal use, was able to provide information to a 

number of his students who were anticipating purchasing hardware. 

Many of the respondents were not fully aware of the impact that their 

learning had had on their teaching until they reflected on it during the 

interview. This was a process that might be c d e d  'revealuig the known to the 

knower.' The insight that this provided for the respondents might suggest that 

this could be an important element in professional development. Educators 

could possibly benefit from assistance in being encouraged ta both identiS. 

tramferences h m  their learnings to their teaching, and consciously make 

appropriate transfers from their self-directed learning to their teaching context 

whenever possible. 

Benefits of Studies 

One of the outcomes of this research was to provide the respondents 

with the opportunity to reflect on their own learning behaviour both personal 

and professional. as well as their teaching. Since each of the respondents 

indicated that the interview experience was a positive one (they said it helped 

them viea their teaching role more positively), it has the potential of 

influencing their willingness and ability to reflect on their practice. This might 

encourage the utilization of skills and available resources to hrther enhance 

their teaching thmugh self-directed learning. 

ORen the discussion of the learning experiences of the respondents led to 

revelations or concems that they had not previously articulated. Some of the 

issues could be pursued at some future date. It is, therefore, reasonable to 

suggest that the study provided both intended and unintended outcomes. 

There were intended benefits to the research project, and unintended benefits 



which accrued to the respondents and which helped them see themselves and 

their d e  as a teacher in a new and positive way. 

This may be most significant in light of the fact that most teachers 

conduct their professional activities in isolation of their peers, and therefore 

receive no direct feedback on their performance. The study also provided them 

with an opportunity to discuss and/or reveal aspects of their teaching that 

would be difficult, if not impossible, with their colleagues, their supervisors, or 

even cofidants outside the profession, because each of these groups has its 

own set of inhibitors. Lieberman and Miller (1991) argue that "there is no safe 

place to air one's uncertainties and to get the kind of feedback necessary to 

reduce the ailriety about being a good teacher, or at least an adequate one" (p. 

103). It is not unreasonable to suggest that studies such as this, which 

encourage faculty members to reflect on their practice, might result in new 

insights which may lead to their engagement in further learning activities. 

In-house Support 

In this arbitrarily selected group of faculty members, have 1 been 

esceptionally fortunate in identifying a number of uniquely committed 

practitioners? 1 do not believe this to be true. Rather, the behaviour of these 

teachers more likely reflects the behaviour of many who accept the challenges 

of their profession and life, who are able to reflect on their needs and provide 

answers to those needs in ways most appropriate for them. 

A central concept in the respondents' decision to engage in a specific 

learning activity was that they recognized a personal or professional need that 

had to be met. Once a need was identified, the process of searching for 

reçources and meeting the need began. Since these educators have no formal 



training in teachmg, but tend to teach in a way that reflects the way they were 

taught (Cranton, 1996, p. 105), they may not be in a position to either 

recognize or articulate many areas of need in their teaching situations. For 

example, they may not recognize the need for changing their delivery style to 

meet more student needs, or for making changes in their evaluation strategies 

to more accurately reflect the students' learning. 

Their preparation for the role of educator is often minimal. 
Expertise in a subject area may be considered by organizations 
and by educators themselves to be the prirnary prerequisite of 
becoming an adult educator. (Their) growth and development 
tend to corne fiom experience and trial-and-error practice. 
(Cranton, 1996, p. si) 

In order to encourage pst-secondary educators to engage in more 

learning actiklties that are directly related to their jobs, there might be value in 

providing professional development activities that focus on assisting these 

educators to identifq. needs in their teachinflearning context, and in helping 

them t~ develop skills in dealing with these needs. Since their cornfort level 

would appear to be a key to their engaging in more job-related leaming 

activities, haring these skills may lead to a greater potential for success with 

more learning activities, and therefore, encourage some educators to engage in 

Because the respondents in this study used people to assist them in 

their learning so frequently, they obviously place high value on this type of 

support. It  is reasonable, therefore, to suggest that the best form of 

assistance in ski11 development and need identification would be easily- 

accessible human resources who would become familiar with the educator and 

his teachingAearning context. These people would then assist the educators in 

seeing their teaching /learning context from a different perspective. Brookfield 



(1986) draws from Lefkoe (1985) to state that, "The assumption is that  if you 

are successful in changing adults' perceptions of the world in which they live, 

you wiiI not need to teach adults to acquire new skills and knowledge--they will 

be eager to discover these for themselves" (p. 248). 

Most of the pmblems educators face on a regular basis, and which are 

not content based, are ambiguous, "swarnpland" (Schon, 1983) problems which 

are not easily articulated nor addressed in rationalistic terms except by those 

who would deny the complexi~  of the role. Cranton (1996) draws from 

Kincheloe (1991) to stress that an educational setting Ys invariably 

ambiguous and thus complicates the reductionism, the attempt to simplify the 

cause and effect relationships .... But the rub is that hurnan activities like 

education are rarely free of ambiguity, and to m i s s  their complexity is to miss 

the point" (p. 18). 

Educators, therefore, need assistance from individuals who understand 

this environment and are capable of helping them interpret it. These 

support people must also be able to see the educators as individuals and 

provide suitable guidance for them starting h m  where they are. 

Economics would dictate the desirability of developing teachers in 

gmups, but the nature of their role and the nature of the teachingflearning 

context should suggest otherwise. If we continue to deny or ignore the leaniing 

behaviours of adults as we plan professional development activities, we will 

continue to be disappointed with the results of our efforts to change them. 

The more we incorporate adults' leaniing tendencies, which include 

availing themselves of accessible (particularly human) resources, and leaniing 

individually. but not independently, and support them in these practices, the 

more likely successful will their professional growth be. 



Self-Directed Learning and Cornouter Technoloaiv 

The respondents in thiç study indicated either directly, or by implication 

based on their reported behaviour, that they will engage in a learnuig activiv 

when certain conditions are met. These conditions include: the anticipation 

that the selected activity will meet an immediate need; the ability for them to 

participate in this activity in or near their home or place of work; the freedom 

to start or stop the process when they choose; the choice to branch off to a 

connected o r  related area of interest as and when they want to. For example. 

the respondent who wanted to learn about mutual funds wanted to start an 

investment program and wondered whether these funds would serve his 

purposes. He did not want to attend classes to learn about them, so he began 

his own self-directed plan, which started with researching sources of 

information which might have been useful to him. 

The new cornputer technologies promise to provide the type of learning 

environment that would be more consistent with, and supportive of the 

learning styles practiced by approximately one half of the teaching faculty of 

this organization, and, possibly, of adults in general. Its characteristics 

include: availability from both home and work sites; its flexibility in regards to 

time; its ability to accommodate short. long or discontinuous dialogues; its 

variety of content; its interactive nature; its relatively low cost; its multi-media 

capabilities. Al1 of these characteristics will contribute to delivering to the 

individual what he or she wants and/or needs when he or she wants it, and in a 

manner that is consistent with the desired learning rate and depth, and 

leaming style of the potential learner. 



Time - 
One of the most significant limiting factors in regards to their learning 

activities was time. With their many commitments as active professionds, 

there was not enough time to do all they would like to have done. When they 

were asked to identûy those learning activities that they would have liked to 

have engaged in, but were not able to, they made reference ta a total of 53 

activities. The factors that limited their ability to engage in them were few in 

number and often were persona1 in nature, such as family responsibilities, 

escept for the limitation of time. In 43 instances, or 819 of the total, time was 

either one of two factors given for not engaging in an activity, or the only 

limiting factor. 

Once they have identified those issues they would like to address, in 

order that they make on-going progress, faculty members require opportunities 

to engage in learning activlties regularly thmughout the year. Eurich (1985 

suggests that there is a trend toward providing time for such activities. He 

States that, "....movement is toward encouraging individud development on 

Company time" (p.  35.1. Richert (1991) argues that, "For teachers to function 

as reflective practitioneis and thus learn from their work, they need time. 

opportunity and support" (p. 114). 

This suggests that it is desirable to make working time available in 

which faculty mernbers could pursue leaming activities which they had 

identified as needs, and for which they were personally accountable. 

Establishing this practice might increase the amount of professional 

development faculty engage in, and make a positive impact on their 

professional growth. 



Teaching and L e d n q  

The question arises as to why teachers of adults rarely accommodate 

this self-directed learning approach in their delivery of courses. This is 

particularly puzzling when it appears that this is the respondents' preferred 

style of leaming based on what they do when they have a choice. The 

respondents in this study, who were faculty members in a post-secondary 

institution, showed an obvious preference for self-directed learning as opposed 

to taking formal courses. 

These adult learners tended to avoid forma1 teaching sessions whenever 

this Kas possible, choosing instead to direct and control their own leamhg and 

assessment of their progress. If we wish adults to become more responsible for 

their leaniing, we will have to facilitate rather than block their efforts to 

control their leamïng activities. According to Bmokfïeld (1986), the facilitation 

of self-directed learning is "....assisting adults to free themselves from 

exteinally imposed direction in their leaming and with encouraging them to 

become proactive, initiating individuals in reshaping their personal, work, 

political, and recreational lives" (p. 60). 

From the preceding, we could ask why we continue to teach adults the 

way we traditionally do. 1s it simply because we have always done it this way? 

1s it a systems problem, a social problem, a teacher attitude problem, or other? 

1s it because the teaching theory is unable to direct the teacher to 

accommodate the individual needs of each of the adult students in any forma1 

leaniuig arrangement? If we tnily want our students to leam more effectively, 

then a review of our delivery strategies with a strong consideration of self- 

directed learning would appear to be desirable. 



Suggestions for M e r  Research 

The evidence of the extent of self-directed learnuig activities among the 

educators in this study group, and the conclusions and implications drawn h m  

their experiences, suggest some possible areas for further study. 

1. Since the institution involved in this study was a for-profit, post- 

secondary organization, cornparison studies with publicly funded community 

colleges in Ontario which have mandated professional development pmgrams 

(Cranton, 1996, p. 9) might indicate a similar level of self-directed leaniing and 

confirm a need for a different approach to professional development than is 

currently practiced. 

2. A pilot study might be set up to promote and measure the impact of 

professional development in a community college faculty thmugh self-directed 

learning strategies as an on-going process, rather than the more traditional 

approach of "short-term workshops and seminars" (Cranton, 1996, p. 9). 

delivered on one or more set days in the school year. Included in this pilot would 

be built-in times for the individual to access both human and materiai 

resources as he or she required. 

3. A pilot study could be designed to measure the impact of having a 

supporting individual in a post-secondary setting to assist faculty in identifjing 

needs related to their teaching role, assist them in locating suitable resources, 

and provide guidance as requested. Through consultation, the aim would be to 

increase the faculty's sensitivity to theçe needs to determine if this awareness 

leads to an increase in the nurnber of learning activities selected and begun. 

which relate to their teaching role. Access to resources and guidance might 

lead to additional leaming activities begun and either mmpleted or continued 

over a long period of time. 



4. After a study such as this present one has been conducted, a follow- 

up study could be designed to determine if the study itself had an impact on the 

respondents' perception of their teaching context. The second study could 

measure the effect that the initial study had on the selection of job-related 

l e d n g  activities by these participants, as compared to their previous 

pattern of learning, and to that of other faculty in the same institution. 

5. Design a study to measure the impact on self-directed learning 

activities of increased use of Internet and other electronic communication 

devices. Does the networking assist them in identifying their needs, assist 

them in acquiring skills, expose them to knowledge, help them cope with 

difficulties they have encountered in their learning activities, or provide them 

with support or encouragement to continue a learning activity when they 

might othenvise have ended it prematurely? 

Concludinpr Comments 

As a result of this study, several factors have emerged which either 

confirm or extend out- understanding of how educators grow professionally and 

persona11 y. 

The work by Tough ( 1979), Fair (1973), Brookfield (1986), Candy ( 1991 1 

and others who have studied the learning behaviour of adults, indicates that 

there is a preference for learning situations in which the learners have a degree 

of control. The respondents in this study also showed a clear preference to 

control their learning as much as possible. This suggests that al1 adults, even 

those who have experienced extensive formal training, prefer the ability to 

contml the content and method of leaniing. 

The job-relatedness of the leaming activities varies with groups studied. 

Tough (1979) reports on the study by McCatty (1973) which indicates that, for 



the group of professional men studied, 559  of the total learning number of 

learning activities were job-related. In contrast, Fair (1973) discovered that 

97% of the leaming activities of beginning e l e m e n t ~  teacherç were either 

extremely or moderately important to their teaching role. This study revealed 

that 369 of the lemming activities were directly related ta their teaching 

function and 229  had some relationship to their teaching role. 

In both Fair (1973) and this study, the number of on-going leaming 

activities significantly exceeds the number completed within the twelve month 

period of time. Fair (1973) found that 87% of the learning activities were still 

on-going, whereas the respondents in this study indicated that 60% were on- 

going. These two cases, in which this aspect of learning was mnsidered, 

suggest that there is a high level of cornmitment to those learning activities 

over which the learner has control. 

Because the data were collected in a different manner, i t  is not possible 

to compare directly the amount of time that individuals spent on their learning 

activities. It is possible to see in Tough's study (19791, however, that the 

amount of time spent by professors at each leaming project had a mean of 117 

hours. Fair found in his study (1973) that the time spent on learning activities 

by beginning elementary teachers had a mean of 57 hours, with over 50% of 

them requiiing up to 30 hours. In the current study, the educators spent up to 

25 hours on 4 1% of the learning activities, and 100 and more hours on 29% of 

the learning activities. Regardless of the method of collection of the data, 

however, these three groups of educators spent a signuicant number of hours 

on these leaming activities which were largely under the learmer's control. 

In this study we have been introduced to twenty-eight p s t - s econdq  

faculty members who have engaged in self-directed learning regularly and 

effectively over a twelve month period. No one in the study referred to any 



previous training or ski11 in self-directed learning; many, however did refer to 

the fact that they were engaging in these leaming activities as a natural 

outcome of their desire to learn something. This would suggest that  formal 

training in self-directed learning may not be necessary, only encouragement in 

its use. They were not responsible to anyone but themselves when they were 

learning, and no one directed them, except as individuais were requested to, by 

the leamer. These educators demonstrated that they knew how to leam. 

According to Car1 Rogers (1969), "The only man who is educated is the man 

who has learned how to leam" ip. 104). Candy (1991) provides the thought 

that, "self-direction is a hallmark of adulthood ...." (p. 99). 

Most, if not dl l  educational institutions. both publicly funded and 

privately nui, expect and encourage their faculty members to participate in 

professional development activities; professional activities for a faculty can be 

costly. and during a t h e  of fiscal constraint, and at a time when "The public is 

telling higher education to do more with less" (Tucker. 1984, p. 265), if possible, 

professional development costs should be reduced; self-directed learning 

appears to be practiced by post-secondary faculty members. If there were an 

effective way to combine the natural desire of faculty members to leam in a 

self-directed fashion, with the organization's expectations for professional 

development, this could be a way to satisfy both the needs of the individuals 

involved and the needs of the institution, and at the same time reduce the cost 

of professional development. 
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APPENDIX A 

Consent Letter 

DOCTORAL THESIS: A STUDY OF THE SELF-DIRECrnD LEARNING 
ACTIVInES OF 'EU3 FACULTY OF A POST-SECONDARY 
PROPRIETARY EDUCATIONAL INSTlTUTION 

1 understand that Keith Jacka is conducting this study as part of the 

doctoral program requirernents at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education (Educational Administration), University of Toronto. 

1 agree to participate in the study which will determine the number and 

types of self-directed learning activities that faculty members have engaged in 

over the last twelve months. 

1 M e r  understand that the information 1 provide will be kept 

confidentid, and that pseudonyms will be used in place of the real names when 

a reference is made to individuals o r  the schwl. My contribution to this project. 

therefore, will remain anonymous within the context of the h a 1  written thesis. 

1 also understand that, at the cornpletion of the doctoral thesis, my tape- 

recorded interview will be erased (destroyed). 

1 am participating in this project voluntarily, and am free to withdraw at 

any time. 1 reserve the right to request that any information that 1 have 

contributed, whether in written form, or on audio tape, be removed from the 

project. 

Signature: .............................................................................. Date: ....................... 



THE INrnRVIEW PROTOCOL 

RESPONDENT'S PERSONAL INFORMATION 
(Section 1) 

Number of semesters here: 1 2 - 3 4 - 6 7 - 15 16 - 30 31+ 

Program: 

Country in which undergraduate training received: 

Highest degree obtained: 

EngIish is: lst, 2nd, 3rd, more, language: 

Professional activity prior to teaching: 

Current professional activities beyond teaching here: 



LIST OF LEARNING ACTiVITIES 
(Section II) 

Following the cornpletion of the personal information sheet, the 
respondent will be asked: 

1. Please list the leaniing activities you have engaged in during the past 
twelve months. 

For example, have ).ou spent several hours familiarizing yourself 
with a new software package; have you made a serious effort to 
learn a new language; have you investigated the causes and 
treatment of a specific disease? 

KEY WORD LIST 

To assist you to recall al1 of your learning activities from the past twelve 
months, I am going to read to you a list of words suggesting general areas of 
interest. It is not an d-inclusive list, but may trigger your memory. Please 
stop me at any time if you are reminded of another activity. 

Sports 

Politics 

Home 

Hobbies 

Children 

Nature 

School 

Reading 

Health 

Travel 

Business 

Volunteering 

Invention 

Languages 

Technical Cornpetence 

Religion 

Society 

Job 

Careers 

Family 

Finances Relationships 



LEARNING AC'ITWlY DATA 
(Section III) 

When the respondent indicates that, as well as he or she can recall, the 
list of learning activities is complete, the respondent will be asked to reflect on 
each one in turn, and respond to the following questions: (the responses will be 
recorded on the "Learning Adivity Data" sheets) 

1. What reasods) did you have for engaging in this activity? 

2. What method(s) did you use to acquire this learning? 

3. Who decided the content to be learned and the method of 
leaming? 

4. To what extent would you class this activity as job-related? 

5. Has th i s  leamhg activity made a difference to your 
teaching? How? 

6. What resources (human and material) did you use (would 
like to have used) to assist you with this learning 
activi ty? 

7. Were p u  able ta complete this leaming activity? Where 
the answer is "No", why did you not complete it? 

8. Approximately how much time did you spend on the activity? 
(including planning time, deciding what and how to learn, obtaining 
resources, traveI time, etc. 

9. Were there any out-of-pocket expenses for you in relation 
to your leaniing activities? (include materials or 
resources costs, tutoring costs, travel expenses, etc.) 

10. To what extent was this leaniing activity planned before 
you began? 

11. Is this learning activity an extension of previous 
knowledge, or is i t  relatively new to you? 

12. How does this learning activity support the overall goals 
of the institution? 



LEARNING AC'IïVIW DATA 
(Section III) 

(separate sheet for each one) 

Learning Activity # - -- 
(descriptors) 

1. What reasonk) did you have for engaging in thiç activity? 

2. What methodk) did you use to acquire this learning? 

3. Who decided the content to be learned and the method of 
learning? 

a) the instructor of a group or conference 

b) the instructor on a one-to-one basis 

C )  a non-human resource such as instructional materials 

d) the learner selects resources appropriate for him o r  
her 

4. To what extent would you class this activity as job-related? 

5 .  Has this learning activity made a dif'ference to your 
teaching? Hoa? 

6 .  What resources (human and material) did you use (would 
like to have used) to assist you with this leaming 
activity? 

7. Were you able to complete this leaniing activity? Where 
the answer is "No", why did you not complete it? 



8. Approximately how much time did you spend on the activity? 
(includmg planning time, deciding what and how to learn, obtaining 
resources, travel time, etc.) 

9. Were there any out-of-pocket expenses for you in relation 
to your learning activities? (indude materials or 
resources costs, tutonng costs, travel expenses, etc. ) 

10. To what extent was this learning activity planned before 
you began? 

11. 1s this learning activity an extension of previous 
knowledge, or is it relatively new to you? 

12. How does this learning activity support the overall goals 
of the institution? 



RELATED QUESTIONS 
(Section TV) 

1. What skills do you possess that enabled you to engage in 
these self-directed learning activities? 

2. What skills do you lack, resulting in your inability ta 
participate in other learning activities? 

3. Were there activities you wodd have liked to engage in, 
but y u  were not able? What prevented you? 

4. Do you tend to accornplish more leaming if you are piven 
specific goals with deadlines, or if you are given a 'free 
rein'? Why is this? 
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