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HIGH SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING:  A NATIONAL IMPERATIVE?
Terrence R. Redding

Who will succeed in the Information Age?  What will be the difference between those that succeed and those that fail?  More importantly, which nations will make a successful transition from the Industrial Age to the Information Age.  Toffler (1970, 1981, 1990) indicates that the pace of change is increasing.  His first volume identified those unable to cope with change, which he referred to as suffering from “future shock.”  His second volume identified those who thrive on change, who he referred to as “Third Wave People.”  In his third volume he describes the restructuring of societies as a result of the rapid transition from the Industrial Age to the Information Age.  Schooler (1990) associates the successful transition of societies from the agricultural to industrial with self-directedness.  Elsewhere (Redding 1997, 1998) I have argued that Toffler’s Third Wave People may also be described as High Self-Directed Learners (HSDL).  His third volume indicates that major economic shifts, which are redistributing power on a global scale, are now occurring.  These shifts in power rest on the foundation of who is able to deal effectively with change, and those who are not.  In this paper I will discuss the imperative that educational systems foster and support the development of HSDL.  And further, that they embrace notions associated distance education over the Internet.


It may well be that a combination of access to education, a valuing of self-directedness, and chance will produce those few individuals that will be most adept at guiding those they are associated with through the transition into the Information Age.  Just as certain countries are by-passing a copper based infrastructure for their communications needs and moving to micro-wave towers, still others are moving to fiber optics, while still others to satellite based communications – and still others to a combination of all three – there are nations embracing the importance of education to the point where they pay their brightest to attend school and base access to education on ability with distance education there preferred method of delivery.

Online education has fewer barriers and presents wider access to potential student populations than do traditional schools. Students who require special accommodations in a traditional setting (and who therefore may be at a disadvantage) may not be at a disadvantage online. Whether that disadvantage is age, sight, height, mobility, speech, hearing, or whatever, these disadvantages often disappear online. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Massey (1979)  Schooler (1990), Bandura (1986), and Rodin (1990) have suggested adult behavior and attitudes are influenced by the major social events they encounter. Such events, indicated by Massey (1979), include the Great Depression, major wars, and so forth. Redding (1997) found evidence to support the notion that the development of self-directed learning readiness in individuals can be influenced by their experiences at the micro (immediate family) meso (community), and macro (cultural) levels.   If self-directed learning is an adaptive phenomenon associated with the learners' environment, it is reasonable to assume that it may be associated with periods of rapid cultural change.
Social Context

To date the study of the social context of self-directed learning has been dominated by the micro-social paradigm. There are several research studies available in the literature, however, which also inform the study of self-directed learning from a macro-social point of view. Both the micro and the macro environment are reviewed below

Micro-Social
Long, Redding and Eisenman (1993, 1994, 1995) have been involved with a longitudinal study of school age children and the development of self-directed learning readiness. Addressing the question". . . does SDLR change across time in school?" to identify or provide an explanation for the change. The investigators found that it does change between the 5th and 8th grade and again between the 8th and 11th grade; and that generally there is an increase in self-directed learning readiness in students from the fifth to the eighth grade, and then from the 8th grade to the 11th grade. The investigators were unable to identify a reason for the change in individual scores. Therefore, the investigators consider the study to be non-conclusive in explaining why SDLRS scores increased (Long, Redding, Eisenman, 1995).

Meso-Social Context
Spear and Mocker (1984) address the mechanism that triggers or precedes the act of engaging in self-directed learning. They argue that it is the individual's response to the environment, based on life experiences that sets the stage for self-directed learning to occur. Spear and Mocker contend that self-directed learning occurs as a direct result of the organizing circumstance of the environment within which the learner is located. Therefore, self-directed learning occurs as a result of an organizing circumstance; but, they recognize that each individual brings to those circumstances a wide range of experiences that tend to establish boundaries and limit the individual's perception of choice.

The notion of a "trigger" is also presented by Aslanian and Brickell (1980) as a way of describing the causes for adults to engage in learning (p. 36). While Aslanian and Brickell focused on adults, their rationale is useful in illuminating how certain situations or collective events in an individual's environment can trigger a response that results in a learning activity regardless of age. Thus an "event" can provide the trigger that releases the motivation to engage in a particular learning activity.

Cronbach (1968) provides an explanation as to the source of motivation for young learners involved in discovery learning. The learners were exploring mathematical concepts and ". . . creating brand-new mathematics, discovering a theorem not in any text" (p. 21). The association of discovery with the excitement of exploration built into the learning experience of Cronbach's students, "offered much the same reinforcement that the mathematician finds at the frontier of knowledge" (p. 21). Cronbach indicated that the self-directed learning experience (although the term was not used) contributed to the lifelong learning motivation of the students. Cronbach described it in these terms:

This enforcement [sic] is thought to be an important element in arousing motivation for advanced study and a scholarly career, and in leading the average person to view quantitative reasoning as familiar and joyful rather than alien. (p. 22).

Cronbach indicates that a self-directed learner might experience an intrinsic form of pleasure that provides motivation and reinforcement for engaging in learning. In other words, the individual's learning success becomes the reward that motivates the self-directed learner to continue learning.

Flavell (1977) seems to be concerned with a similar form of motivation called cognitive motivation. Flavell describes it as the factors and forces that activate or intensify human cognitive processes. This author associates motivation with the explanation for why learning occurs.

White (1968) extends motivational theory with an assembly of evidence that indicates the behavior of higher animals can be explained only by assigning a significant role to a drive for competence or mastery. According to White the satisfaction of this drive comes from being able to bend the environment to one's will, rather than from social approval or escape from discomfort. White identifies it as the impetus to learn, and also as an outcome of instruction. Cronbach (1968) notes little is known about the kind and amount of educational experience needed to maintain the child's initial alert interest in any aspect of knowledge.

Brill and Hayes' (1981) thesis for understanding change and adaptation posits the importance of society and environment in shaping the expenditure of human energy. One quotation from their text is especially interesting. ". . . the social character has the function of molding human energy for the purpose of the functioning of a given society " (p. 65). It is their contention that molding by 'social character' occurs without the awareness of the individual. That individual behavior is not always a reflection of conscious decisions "but that people want to act as they have to act and at the same time find gratification in acting according to the requirements of the culture (p. 65)."

Mezirow (1990) indicates that learning is tied closely to construing appropriate meaning from individual experiences. Mezirow considers understanding human experiences to be a basic need and associates it with adult learning. Importantly, this author ties the development of "meaning perspectives" to the childhood socialization process (p. 3). Mezirow states: "Transformative learning is not a private affair involving information processing; it is interactive and intersubjective from start to finish" (p. 364). While Mezirow's Perspective Transformation Learning is concerned with construing meaning from experience as a guide to action, it has been criticized (Clark & Wilson, 1991) for failing to account for context. Specifically, Clark and Wilson were concerned that Mezirow failed to account for the historical context during which his study was conducted. Identifying Mezirow's problem as one of balance they point out that Transformative learning pivots on the process of rendering meaningful experience, and that Mezirow places too much emphasize on individual agency at the expense of fully considering the social dimension.

The findings of a preliminary study of amateur radio operators (Redding, 1991; Redding & Aagaard, 1992) are consistent with the discussion above. Amateur radio operators, found to be self-directed learners, identified situations in their formative years that can be described as organizing circumstances that triggered their impetus to apply themselves to the task of learning new technology as a way to gain mastery over their environment, communicate, discover far away places, and be of service to their community. The fact that many, responding to how they came to have amateur radio as a hobby, could remember a specific instance, circumstance or event that left them with an abiding interest in amateur radio or related subjects may be of some significance.

Typically, this event occurred during the pre-teen years. Massey (1979), too, mentions the importance of pre-teen years in the formulation of an individual's value system. Massey’s window, ages 8 to 12 years, appears to be the same window of time described by highly self-directed learners during which they encountered a triggering event (Redding, 1991). Redding described this event as "the first moment of lasting excitement" (Redding and Aagaard, symposium presentation, 1992b). Also, it closely corresponds with Piaget's 'concrete operations' stage (about 7-11 years of age) reported by Flavell (1963) as a period during which important cognitive structures are developed (p. 164).

Several authors converge on the importance of this formative period in shaping the individual to respond in a particular way to the environment. Piaget (1952) explains the development of cognitive structures as an interaction between biological maturation and environment. The formation of these cognitive structures, as a result of experiences, seems to reflect Schooler's (1990) notion of being self-directed in order to adapt to a changing environment. The formation of these cognitive structures also reflects the attributes of Jarvis' (1986) concept of being a pro-active learner. One point that is not clear, however, is whether or not Massey's (1979) scheme of value formation is a factor in triggering lifelong learning for self-directed learners. Tentative support for such a position is suggested in Schooler's cultural anthropological studies, however.

Macro-Social. 

Questions associated with what the literature has to say about the role of the self-directed learner's environment in the development of self-directed learning readiness are addressed in the following pages Four major authors' works will be explored. First, the research by Schooler (1990), that addresses the role of the macro society (culture) in the origins and maintenance of "self-directedness" is discussed. Second, the writing of Massey (1979), who addresses the role value formation plays during early stages of an individual's life in determining adult values, is reviewed. Third, Jarvis' (1985, 1986, 1990) work is reviewed in terms of his research and writings concerning the influence of society on individual self-directed learning readiness. Finally, Long's (1989b, 1990b) work in biographical essays concerning Penfield and Peter the Great will be reviewed as a way to provide a historical macro-social perspective.

Schooler (1990), a cultural anthropologist, has written on the role of the macro society (culture) in establishing conditions in which members of a society are inclined to be self-directed. In equating self-directedness with individualism, Schooler provides support for reasoning that individualism is associated with the macro-social context by tying a society's valuing of self-directedness to the society's success at adapting to change. Whether individualism is, or is not, the sine qua non of self-directed learning readiness, it is possible to associate the two. Using three different cultures to illustrate her points Schooler argues that not only is self-directedness a characteristic of the three cultures, but more importantly, stresses that it is the macro-society's valuing of the individual's self directedness that encourages the development of the trait within members of the society. Schooler argues that the macro-society can effect self-directedness of its individual members and that it is the individual member's self-directedness that permits the society to successfully adapt to a changing environment.

In Schooler's (1990) theory, self-directedness is viewed as a cultural adaptive mechanism that permits a society to respond to change. Successful societies adapt most readily. These conclusions are based on cultural anthropological work with prehistoric cultures, 13th to 19th century England, 16th century Japan, and modern industrialized societies. The author notes that self-directed behavior occurs in response to complex changing environments. Rapid cultural changes occur and demand increased individualism. In the case of England, individualism led to technological change and development. Schooler provides no clear explanation of the cause for the relationship between individualism and the degree to which it is prized within a culture. Therefore, there is no ultimate answer about why such effects occur. However, the author concludes that modern industrialized nations must embrace self-directedness in order to be successful.

Massey (1979) associates value formation with the major formative events that occur within a macro-society during an individual's critical formative period between ages 8 to 12 years of age. Massey's period of ages 8 to 12 years closely parallels Piaget's 'concrete operations' stage (about 7-11 years of age) reported by Flavell (1963) as "a period during which important cognitive structures are achieved" (p. 164)." It is Massey's contention that this value formation directly influences the choices that adults make, including providing the motivation to learn.

Massey's (1979) theory of value formation also addresses the critical period of human development by classifying people according to separate decades; accordingly he proposes that values are formed, to a large degree, based on what is occurring in a society during an individual's formative years. According to Massey, value formation may be a useful construct to explain why some individuals, from a given decade, are more highly self-directed than others. Individual value formation can explain why attitudes associated with "work ethic", "independence", and "hard work" seems to vary from generation to generation (p. 9). Each of these attitudes, according to Massey, is a reflection of "who you were when" (p. 51 ). In other words, the historical events of a given decade affect the kind of values an individual forms, and these values become fixed and are part of "who" the individuals are, for the rest of their lives.

The following three authors provide support for Massey's (1979) notions concerning the importance of value formation within the macro-social environment. Bandura (1986) identifies an individual's past environment as one of two causes for current behavior. Interestingly, Bandura places emphasis on "past environmental inputs" and identifies it as a "truism" (p. 16) that peoples' actions are affected by their past experiences. Jarvis (1992) examines how certain attributes of a society, such as freedom to choose, can influence the self-directedness of a society's members. Importantly Jarvis explores the impact individual "biographies" have on the choices the individual makes later in life. Jarvis' position seems to be supportive of Massey's theory concerning value formation. Candy (1991) and Jarvis (1985, 1986) tie in Schooler's (1990) concept concerning individualism and self-directedness indirectly without reference to her work. The connection is made through their association of the concept of self-directed learning with the value of independence and individualism in American culture. These authors indicate this may explain why self-directed learning is associated uniquely with being American.

Candy (1991) observed "In the past, self-direction was seen essentially as a personal quality or attribute.."(p. 246). Even though Candy provides no evidence, he asserts that learning was viewed as a process of acquiring attitudes, skills, and knowledge from outside the self; and individuals were seen as substantially asocial atoms, independent of their social and cultural environments. Candy believes this view is changing. Self direction is now, according to Candy, acknowledged as a product of the interaction between the person and the environment; knowledge is recognized as tentative, evanescent, and socially constructed; learning is defined as a qualitative shift in how phenomena are viewed; and individuals are seen in a complex and mutually interdependent relationship with their environments. Thus, according to Candy, our understanding of the concept, self-directed learning, is emerging as it moves from a concept associated principally with individual development to one that includes the impact of social and cultural environments.

Long (1989, 1990) approached questions concerning the origins of self-directed learning from a historical (micro and macro-social) perspective by studying the biographies of Wilder Penfield and Peter the Great. Long found the most significant relationships in the micro-social relationships. Penfield was a pioneer neurosurgeon who, like Peter the Great, demonstrated a lifetime of self-directed learning. Peter the Great was a self-educated man, recognized as expert in several diverse fields. Both Penfield and Peter the Great demonstrate the development of self-directed learning within the context of rapidly changing and dynamic societies. The study of their biographies contain both micro and macro social insights, and thus informs both areas. Long concluded that the freedom available to an individual in early childhood (micro-social) was predominant over the influence of the larger social environment (macro-social). Long also concluded that biographies can provide a stimulating source of material for the study of self-directed learning. Further, Long's biographical research, informs the methodology of research by indicating the value of biography in the study of self-directed learning.


Redding operationally associated high self-directed learning with becoming an amateur radio operator.  Amateur radio operators are high self-directed learners given the volunteer nature of their hobby and the requirement that they be self-taught in order to move through the various increasingly difficult licensing levels (Redding, 1991).

In 1997 Redding completed research that associated historical events in the lives of individuals with the development of Self-Directed Learning Readiness (SDLR).  In particular he focused on the two groups assigned by where they fell within the normal distribution of SDLR Scale scores.  Of particular interest are those in the third quartile – the High SDL respondents.

Macro events were the least often reported experience that respondents identified as associated with self-directed learners. Typically they followed either a micro or a meso event. The most common macro event was the introduction of technology, such as a crystal radio set. The second most common macro event reported by respondents was an interest in listening to foreign broadcasts on the short wave bands. The inspection of the histogram of the age of amateur radio operators, however, and the points below and above the normal distribution that can be identified with historical event supports the notion that macro events may be an important experiential factor associated with the development of SDLR.

These types of events, however, do not appear to lend themselves to control by parents and educators. It should be remembered that the two most reported types of macro events, the introductions of technology and access to experiencing short wave listening, are both helped by parents and/or educators.

Redding (1997) developed the following assumptions and conclusions.  It is assumed that amateur radio operators comprise a select group based on their SDLRS scores, which are above the normal mean reported by Guglielmino (1977). It is also assumed that SDLR as measured by the SDLRS is developmental. Therefore, information about amateur radio operator's and their adoption of amateur radio as a hobby might aid in exploring the development of SDLR development. 

While the above assumptions seem to be valid, his research indicates that the development of SDLR might be more complex then assumed. While this inquiry identified interesting associations between SDLRS scores and a variety of social variables including micro, meso, and macro social/cultural phenomena: it was not able to identify the potential interaction of genetic and psychological variables. 

Furthermore, it was assumed that the development of SDLR is associated with major macro events such as the Great Depression and major wars of the current century.  While this phenomena was consistently reported by individuals in the study who grew up during that period, it was not reported by those identified as HSDL. In order to maintain the position that these macro events are, in reality, associated with the development of SDLR it must be posited that major macro events, in some way, have subtle psychological affects and/or they are associated with other socio-cultural beliefs and practices such as general life style and concepts of personal responsibility. These phenomena can influence one's worldview while not being explicitly identified with conspicuous phenomena such as the Great Depression or wars. 

It is also likely that the beliefs, attitudes and values of parents formed a generation earlier than the developmental age of their children may be more directly associated with an earlier time period. While parenting procedures and nurturing attributes are believed to be socio cultural in nature, the relationship of these variables with the development of SDLR was not examined in Redding’s study. Cloud (1992) found an association between parents' and children's SDLRS scores, but she was unable to fully explain the nature - nurture phenomena.

Consequently, the absence of the Great Depression in the respondent interviews does not directly negate the influence of adults who lived through it on children who escaped it. As a result children have both direct and indirect experience that may influence them. Whether it is possible to definitively explain the development of SDLR by time periods as brief as a few generations by macro events remains to be demonstrated. 

The development of self-directedness involves the simultaneous interplay of biological - sociological - and psychological factors.  Each occurs in response to the effect of the others against the larger background of culture.  Over a lifetime, self-directedness, as a function of maturation, plays varying roles as the individual responds in a reactive or proactive way to life events.  The reactive or proactive responses can be viewed as linkages between self-control and societal control of life events. 

There is a natural tension between control over life events based on the cultural framework of a collective experience - with its historical strength based on accepted behavior and practice - and change.  Change through necessity, at times, will dictate that innovation be called upon to devise the best response to change.  While it is completely rational to rely on experience to guide ones response to life situations, when these life situations are precipitated by change, the right response must often also reflect change.  Responses that reflect change are innovative.

Thus the interplay of the tripartite factors of self-directedness associated with each individual permits to varying degrees innovative self-directed responses to change in an effort to maintain control over the situations and events encountered across a lifetime.
FRAMEWORK FOR DEVELOPING HIGH SDL

1.  Process of aging (or development- - that is, aspects of the ways in which people grow old biologically, psychologically, and socially;

2.  Age - related social structures and social changes - that include (a) roles (e.g., work roles, political roles) with their associated expectations, facilities, and rewards or punishments; (b) values that are built into these structures (i.e., standards of what is true, good, beautiful); and (c) other people who interact and are interrelated within these structures;

3.  Linkages - that is, mechanisms that link aging processes with changing social structures.  Such mechanisms may be (a) psychological (e.g., coping, self esteem, sense of personal control); biological (e.g., changes in neural, sensorimotor, endrocrine, immunological, and other physiological systems that can impact directly on the aging process); and (c) social (e.g., supportive or hostile relationships, opportunities, or constraints affecting productive performance.

DISCUSSION

High SDL refers to the third quartile of a normal distribution of self-directed learning readiness among people.  High SDL are those individuals in the third quartile (top fourth) of the normal distribution of Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale scores.

These individuals are life long learners.  They share a common experience of  being able to remember an event early in their life that has focused their leisure learning (and often their careers across a lifetime.  For some it was sports, for others dance or music, for still others a science or electronics or amateur radio and radio communications.  I call these experiences "first moments of lasting excitement" which normally occur between ages 8 and 13 years of age.

Schooler, a cultural anthropologist in her studies of societies that successfully made the transition from the Agricultural Age to the Industrial Age has identified a valuing of self-directedness as a key component of the successful societies (1990).  It is one of my contentions that valuing self-directedness allows a society to use its HSDL during periods of rapid transition.

I believe that HSDL will play a key role in guiding groups, organizations, corporations, communities and even nations through the transitional period of rapid change as we move from the Industrial Age to the Information Age.

HSDL, like everyone else, need educational foundations upon which to stand.  But HSDL, because they naturally associate large volumes of widely diverse pieces of information, tend to build new paradigms of understanding.  They are risk takers, innovators and prefer to "chase rabbits" as they pursue a wide range of interests, inter-connected often only in the mind of the HSDL.

I studied amateur radio operators born between 1900 and 1990 in an effort to understand how HSDL learners develop.  Amateur radio operators fit the operational definition of what it means to be high self-directed learners.  I found that the distribution varies greatly by birth year.  One implication is that developing HSDL may be a cultural survival response to periods of rapid change.

CONCLUSION

Developing HSDL involves interacting with an individual’s development at the micro, meso, and macro societal levels and being sensitive to the individual’s stage of development.

Micro Environment
Providing a child with an educational toy, or construction project such as a crystal radio set can have a lasting impact on their interest in technical subjects. An adult simply telling a child about such a device, and the experience of building it can be of importance, also. Providing children with the opportunity to explore the world around them through such isolated activities, such as listening to a short-wave radio alone late into the night, or investigating the possibility of building an electronic device can each contribute to development as lifelong learners and higher levels of adult self-directed learning.

Parental support of a child's developing interest is also important. Children should be provided with encouragement as they pursue isolated learning projects. Whether they engage in learning with a friend or alone, parental support, whether active or passive, is essential. Active support may involve providing transportation to and from clubs, groups, libraries and stores, or it may include gift selections that feed a child's growing interest in a subject. It could be passive support such as allowing children to engage in play with a friend that involves learning. Examples from the interviews include stringing wire between rooms in a house to practice Morse Code or sharing a family radio to audit short-wave bands. 

Siblings can also play an important role in the development of a lifelong interest in a hobby such as amateur radio that requires high self-directed learning. Two examples from the interviews from the Low group illustrated the importance an older sibling in encouraging self-directed learning. In both cases an older brother became a role model, served as a mentor, and led in the learning experience.

Meso Environment
The research (Redding, 1997) implies that the kind of experiences children have with their friends and in their immediate community (school, church, and clubs) can influence their adult level of SDLR. Clubs that provide a supportive learning environment may be the most important component for some individuals in developing a lifelong learning interest. The most common meso experience involved learning projects leading to acquiring merit badges in the Boy Scouts. The second most common experience reported in Redding’s research was having a close friend with whom the initial experiences leading to an interest in learning projects were shared.

Members of the High group, while all reported meso events that contributed to the interest in learning projects, often actually pursued their hobby in isolation. When they were involved in a group, often they reported themselves as the leader.

Macro Environment
Macro events were the least often reported experience that respondents identified as associated with becoming interested in amateur radio. Typically they followed either a micro or a meso event. The most common macro event was the introduction of technology, such as a crystal radio set. The second most common macro event reported by respondents in Redding’s research was an interest in listening to foreign broadcasts on the short wave bands. The inspection of the histogram of the age of amateur radio operators, however, and the points below and above the normal distribution that can be identified with historical event supports the notion that macro events may be an important experiential factor associated with the development of SDLR. 

These types of events, however, do not appear to lend themselves to control by parents and educators. It should be remembered that the two most reported types of macro events, the introductions of technology and access to experiencing short wave listening, are both helped by parents and/or educators.  It should also be noted that the popular  media plays an important role in focusing the learning of individuals.  The increases in the number of HSDL can be associated with periods during which the media highlighted historical events such as world wars and events associated with the Space Race.

Summary 

Events appear to be influential in the development of an interest in amateur radio when experienced in combination with each other, or at least sequentially. Micro events were more often the first experience for Low group respondents. Meso events were more often the first experience for High group respondents. Macro events were reported more often by the High respondents than by the low respondents. Macro events, beyond the introduction of technology, such as war or depression might be associated with the development of SDLR, as evidenced by a fluctuation in the number of amateur radio operators by birth year, and other events.

Increasing the number of HSDL within a population should involve consideration of the importance of micro, meso, and macro social events.
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