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INTRODUCTION AND “ARGUMENTARIUM”

“Self-directed learning (SDL) activates present competences, helps to develop

perspectives and promotes the development of professional methodological, social and

personal competences as tools for self-discipline…”

Argumentarium

The partners of the project “Learn.Empowerment Self-directed Learning for Low-

skilled Unemployed People” have developed a joint concept for self-directed learning.

Self-directed learning enables and supports the development of personally and

socially relevant self-management competences. It strengthens self-confidence and

leads thus to the ability to act in an emancipated and self-confident way in the social

and work environment.

Especially target groups who have no affinity with and no current experience of

learning – and these are the target groups the project is focusing upon – connect

“learning” with failure, imposition and with pointlessness, because they cannot

experience learning as useful and valuable for themselves. It is at this point where

self-directed learning can begin, starting at the individual person and his/her

interests and ideas: it activates existing competences, helps to develop future

perspectives and promotes the development of professional methodological, social

and personal competences as tools for self-discipline.

Self-directed learning imposes on the learner responsibility for his/her own learning

process. Learners are integrated into the design of their learning process and

thereby experience the fact that learning has something to do with them personally.

If learners are supported and accompanied in their self-direction by a trainer and/or

by fellow learners in a learning group, learning can become a sustainably valuable

experience.

Educational practice in the countries of the project partners shows that there is a

need for supporting self-directed learning with structures, instruments and

processes. In this Handbook, we will identify them, demonstrate which aspects

should be taken into consideration when implementing self-directed learning and

explain the underlying didactic concept of self-directed learning.
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1 O U R U N D E R S T A N D I N G O F S E L F -
D I R E C T E D L E A R N I N G ( S D L )

1. Working in a multi-national project

When people from different countries come together for a project it is not astonishing to

find that they bring different ‘rucksacks’ with them. These ‘rucksacks’ are filled with

different mother tongues, different cultures of learning, different professional

terminologies, different academic traditions and different practical experiences. The

project LearnEmpowerment has tried to pay respect to these different ‘rucksacks’, while

simultaneously seeking a common understanding. The results of this process are

described here.

Picture drawn by Daniela

Varone at the beginning of a project meeting

2. What do we mean by self-directed learning?

“SDL occurs when the learner has ownership of some parts of the learning process”

(Pamela Clayton)

There are many different definitions of SDL. The project LearnEmpowerment started by

collecting the definitions of all the project partners. Although we do not share one

monolithic definition, we do share some essential features of SDL:

a) SDL is supported by a variety of methods

The existence and the pluralistic content of this toolbox is the obvious expression of this

statement.

b) SDL is about taking (more) responsibility for one’s own learning

“SDL means to take responsibility for one’s own learning” (Romanian-German

Foundation)

This view is unanimously shared by all partners. Methods of SDL should encourage and

empower learners to take increasingly more responsibility for their learning. For

professionals (e.g. lecturers, tutors, counsellors) this means giving up responsibility and

trusting more in the competencies of learners.

c) SDL is a more individualised form of learning, although not learning in isolation:

“self-direction does not necessarily mean all learning will take place in isolation from

others” (Peoples University Kristianstad)
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Despite a common misunderstanding that SDL will lead to a learning process in which

everybody is left alone in his/her learning, the project group stresses the view that

social and interactive learning (e.g. in groups of learners, in the class room, in tutor-

learner relationships face-to-face and online) is no less important in SDL settings, but

rather differently shaped. The methods in this toolbox aim to contribute to social and

interactive learning.

d) SDL is open to a variety of learning places

“Learning place = For the student it must be easy to reach (e.g. workplace). It should be

also suitable for different forms of activities, such as a group room, information room,

media room” (Adult Education Centre Cham).

The idea of changing the location of learning beyond classical learning places was new to

some of us. This stimulated a growing interest in discovering new places for learning. It

is often regarded as a matter of fact that the learners have to come to an institution in

order to learn. SDL is, from our point of view, open to many other locations (e.g. local

schools, sport clubs, libraries, pubs, Internet, at home). Learning can be found

everywhere – the task is to connect the dots.

e) Educators become facilitators and counsellors

“As the role of teachers changes in an SDL-setting (e.g. facilitator, counsellor, advisor)

the question arises: what happens to the role of teaching? How can teaching and

counselling come together?” (Minutes of a project meeting)

In order to implement SDL the role of professionals has to change. They are less

important as lecturers in front of classes who dictate knowledge and facts which the

learners have simply to reproduce. Professionals have to learn more about different

learners’ biographies. They have to get to know more about different support strategies

and to apply them adequately and effectively. The professional/institution has to provide

support when the learner needs it, especially in phases of irritation or frustration. The

changing and new relationship between teaching and counselling in SDL has to be

explored even further in future.

f) Harmonising SDL and assessment

“Assessment should be an enrichment for the learner him/herself” (Minutes of a project

meeting)

On the one side we are critical of classical assessment. On the other side we are aware

that assessment is needed and new forms of assessment (e.g. the portfolio method) will
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create much more work for examiners to undertake. Exploring new forms of assessment

was of great interest for our project: When, why and how should what be assessed on

which basis? Negotiations and setting goals is for us of utmost importance.

3. An invitation to look into our toolbox and to test it

“Paths are made by going” (Chinese saying)

This was a brief outline of our understanding of SDL. We hope that exploring our

toolbox, reading our case studies and our instructions for the tools/methods will further

clarify our understanding of SDL. We would be very pleased if we could encourage you

to test our tools/methods during your daily practice.

1 O U R U N D E R S T A N D I N G O F S D L
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2 O R G A N I S A T I O N A L A S P E C T S O F S D L

1 Implementation of SDL to concepts and structures

The idea of SDL is it to make consultation and self-direction part or even the basis of the

learning process – which necessarily leads to changes for the training provider, including

on the organisational level. In this sense SDL is not something additional, but refers to

the basic attitude of the tutors (and learners). It is a particular way of arranging the

learning process and interacting with the learners – that is a counselling-shaped one. Via

the organisation of the learning process the participants are given the chance to develop

not only technical but also social and personal skills.

In order to get involved with such a new, participation-oriented culture of learning, it

has proved of value to impose more and more responsibility for the learning process on

the learners by gradually reducing instructions and specifications. To be able to accept

this responsibility, the learners need to exercise themselves in a new role, in which

exercises of meta-reflection on learning attitudes, learning experiences and role pictures

proved essential (see below).

SDL in our sense is learning in a social setting. Discussion on the collective learning

process on the basis of individual interests and needs brings up different aspects of self-

direction, such as arguing individual points of view. In this example, the group has to

define roles and tasks anew for the challenges in each of its phases - Forming, Storming,

Norming, Performing and Informing. This applies both to the learners and the tutors,

since finding a balance between structures and openness can succeed only cooperatively

in the group – which is connected with intermediate ambiguity and uncertainties.

The implementation of SDL is thus embedded in the contradictory context of excessive

demands, andragogical ideals and organisational constraints – particularly in settings

that are strongly limited due to time and regulations. Alterations in the culture of

learning, however, soon become apparent through small changes. It is not merely the

application of new methods, but above all the character of interaction, and thus the

attitude of tutors and learners, that makes up the new culture of learning and promotes

skills development. Participation, then, does not necessarily mean regularly holding

learning conferences lasting for several hours, but rather, for example, adjusting units of

the course to the learners’ interests, revealing the reasons for certain procedures or

letting the learners chose from different alternatives.
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Tutors take over a new role as a learning advisor / counsellor / facilitator in the course

of time by changing their basic educational attitudes and their didactic approach. The

modified self-conception of individual colleagues can have lasting effects on the work

and learning culture of the whole institution. Both the learners and the advisors act as

multipliers. On the one hand, the learners also participate in other courses not based on

SDL, and they will most likely demand self-directed learning there as well. On the other

hand, the learning advisors will spread their pedagogical attitude and their new

methods, instruments and procedures within the institution. Obviously, a systematic and

co-ordinated process of organisational development becomes necessary.

2.2 Preconditions for extensive processes of learning and development in

institutions

Principles of SDL as basis of organisational development:

The fundamental principles of SDL (e.g. participation, transparency, reflection, focus on

competencies...) should be the basis for the SDL implementation process in the

institution. If the institutional staff “lives” the SDL principles among themselves, the

advisors are much more willing to apply SDL in their courses and can interact more

authentically with their learners.

Free spaces for “experiments” are a basic condition:

Free spaces proved of value for the implementation of SDL, to allow for “experiments”

and new approaches. Such – in the first place limited – fields of testing offer possibilities

for processes of research, as not all ideas have to work out properly at first go. For the

(long-term) implementation of SDL it is advisable to transfer the experiences from these

experiments into other domains of the organisation.

Positive “Culture of mistakes”:

Despite the saying “learn from your mistakes”, hardly any institution has what could be

called a “culture of mistakes”. So those “free spaces for experiments” demand a great

deal of patience for all involved. But apparent setbacks and loop-ways get the

development process going and can serve as a source for the development of new

approaches.

Participation of the management:

It has proved helpful when the management not only follows the process in an

endorsing, observing or – if necessary – controlling manner, but also gets involved in a

learning process. If professional self-conception is analysed also at the management

level and the basic attitude there corresponds to the attitude of the advisors and the

learners, it is possible to implement SDL in a sustainable way throughout the institution.

2 O R G A N I S A T I O N A L A S P E C T S O F S D L
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Reasons for learning and learning areas for the advisors:

The willingness to get involved in the development of new didactic concepts and to

modify one’s own pedagogical attitude usually increases when facing the real reasons for

learning, in the sense of personal motivation or directly recognisable advantages.

Positive experiences with SDL, either on one’s own or through others, is highly

encouraging. Irritations can also be an approach to SDL, since the questions arising

demand answers, which is a starting point into the process of SDL.

Connectivity and appreciation:

When implementing SDL, connections to habitual ways of thinking and working should

be established by first analysing and then extending and enhancing the status quo with

new elements. Thereby the activators need to be patient and try to build up structures

to promote and demand participation.

Combine acting and reflecting in the team:

For intensive processes of organisational development it has proved useful to undertake

phases and spaces of experience and reflection in parallel (e.g. in interaction with the

learners, in workshops and in project team meetings). Special forums to allow for

conceptional exchange from a meta-perspective beyond everyday work are very helpful.

The possibility of working on developments and reflecting on and discussing experiences

in the team is considered particularly enriching and advantageous. This combination of

individual learning experiences and collective reflection loops are very effective in

stimulating motivation and participation as well as in getting learning and development

processes going.

Obligatory and regular conceptual work:

For joint conceptual work, the following elements concerning work forums have proved

relevant: regular and obligatory forums, dates fixed as early as possible and

communicated to all people involved. These are necessary conditions to facilitate

concentrated conceptual work beyond everyday work. Either new forums are created or

existing ones can be used in a way that reserves and assures times for developmental

work. Particularly with larger teams, it is helpful to establish a combination of working in

the large group and delegating tasks to small groups. The development of clear tasks is

important for successful work here.

Clarity and commitment:

These are key categories regarding work architecture and the overall process. Clarity

and commitment refer to both structures on the one hand and roles and tasks on the

other. Clarity must be negotiated and examined in the course of the process.
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Communication structures:

A further basic condition for a successful implementation of SDL is a certain “culture of

communication” and communicational structures, in order to enable the building up of

work structures and to make processes of negotiation and reflection take place.
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3.5 THE CONCEPT OF ‘COUNSELLING OF LEARNING’

3.6 SDL IN THE LEARNING REGION CHAM
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Recruiting / Reception

Presentation of the learning centre, the pedagogical team, aims of the learning,

individualised organisation.

Gathering of expectations.

Gaining information on the learner’s status.

Studying of the application.

Deep Diagnosis Assessment

Diagnosis interview

Individual interview led by the Learning Counsellor to analyse needs, find out the learner’s

experience, abilities, problems and degree of autonomy.

Tools: candidate file, CV, application letter, questionnaire.

Positioning

Analyse needs

Measure their level of autonomy: motivation, what slows them down and personal

resources.

Auto-assessment of potential: know-how, specific and general abilities.

Assess knowledge of the professional environment: knowledge of jobs, functioning of

companies, knowledge of the working field, identification of resources…

Prescription

Building of individualised learning course (choice of modules and length), type of follow up

considered.

Establishing the length of the course in the learning centre and in the company.

Setting up the learning timetable (centre/company)

Contracting

Recording the instructions in the “individualised course book “

Signing the learning contract.

Organisation

Integration and technical workshop themes:

The instructions for these workshops are given by the Learning Counsellor.

They are specific or general modules in a professional sector. For example, selling

initiation of which the main idea is to discover the basic knowledge of the profession in the

scope of orientation. Depending on the numbers, the participants can undertake different

learning actions. Our experience in this domain enables us to say that this mixing of

learners from various types of learning is very appreciated and even desirable, if it is done

from the beginning of the learning period. It enables awareness and develops adaptation

and communication capacities, which are key aspects for employment.
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TITLES OF GENERAL MODULES

RECEPTION

POSITIONING CONTRACTING

ASSESSMENT – ORIENTATION – BUILDING OF A PROFESSIONAL PROJECT

PREPARING THE ASSESSMENT OF EXPERIENCE ACQUIRED

KNOWLEDGE OF JOBS AND ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT

COURSES AND ASSESSMENT

DEVELOPING CROSS-DISCIPLINARY CAPACITIES

WORD-PROCESSING INITIATION

INFORMATION COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY INITIATION

COMPANY KNOWLEDGE

JOB SEARCHING TECHNIQUE

JOB SEARCHING STRATEGY

ALTERNATE TRAINING : Prepare and capitalise the period(s) in companies

ASSESSMENT OF THE ACTION

TITLES OF SPECIFIC MODULES / SALES

DISTRIBUTION AND SALES SECTOR

TRADE AND DISRTIBUTION JOBS

POST OF PROFESSIONAL COMMUNICATION

CUSTOMER KNOWLEDGE

3 . 1 I N D I V I D U A L I S E D P E D A G O G Y
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3 . 2 T H E O P E N U N I V E R S I T Y

“Traditional” and online courses

With a few exceptions, students must be aged 18 to join the Open University. There is no

maximum age. No previous qualifications are required of any sort but since courses are

academic, literacy is necessary. A student signs up for particular courses, up to a

maximum of 120 credit points at any one time. Any combination of courses can be taken

for a BA (Open) but students wishing to obtain named degrees must take certain courses

for these, depending on what the degree is. On obtaining 360 credit points, including at

least one course at level 3 or 4, a student may opt to take his/her degree - or to continue

taking courses until a satisfactory rank of degree can be attained. Not all students wish to

graduate - some take courses for pleasure, others take particular courses in order to learn

a particular topic or skill.

Each course is paid for separately. Courses are free for people on low incomes and there is

also a hardship fund raised by the Students' Association.

“Traditional” courses

The majority of the reading material is supplied by post or via the Internet in the form of

course books, which are included in the student fee. In many cases, students must also

buy one or two supplementary books. In addition, the student receives assignment

booklets, timetables, video-tapes and CD-ROMs with accompanying booklets and, in the

case of level 1 courses, materials on studying. The timetable shows in which week

different parts of the course should be studied and the dates by which assignments should

be sent in.

Every student is assigned a tutor, generally a part-time lecturer, and given full contact

details (address, phone number, email) and a tutorial timetable. For level 1 courses there

are about 20 contact hours in the year but these decrease from level 2 onwards. Students

may phone, write to or email the tutor and attend tutorials - but they are not obliged to do

any of these. Students having severe academic difficulties or disabilities may ask for

special sessions with the tutor or with another member of the university, either in a study

centre or in the student's home.

Tutors are left to design their own classes but pair and group work are normal, with

learning based on discussion with other students as well as with the tutor. In level 1

courses study skills as well as content are the focus of classes.
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Tutors mark their students’ assignments as well as giving classes. Assignments are posted

directly to tutors who send them to the Open University Central Administration for

recording before they are sent back to the students. In some cases assignments are sent

electronically. Marking involves extensive feedback, both on the script and on an official

summary form which also contains the grade. In order to pass the course, they must

complete either all or most of the assignments and, where there is an exam, pass it.

Online courses

In some cases there is a face-to-face tutorial at the beginning of the course, but this is

optional and not all courses provide them.

All the material is delivered through the Internet, on a secure site. Assignments are sent

in and returned in this way. The material includes study guides, articles, links to other web

sites and so on (depending on the content of the course).

Electronic contact with other students is strongly encouraged and some exercises require

virtual conferencing within a student group to complete joint projects. There are also

virtual conferences on particular course topics and a “café” for social interaction. A live

chat facility also exists. The software used is called FirstClass.

Again, students do not have to take part in any interaction (though this makes it difficult

when a group has very few members). It is a pity when students do not take part,

however, as students learn a great deal from each other.

In some courses, there are tutor-groups, and assignments are sent to tutors, who can be

contacted by phone, post or email. In other courses, there are no tutors assigned to

particular students and assignments are sent into the centre. Where there are no tutors,

there are lecturers who lead discussion and moderate conferences.

Summary

Both “traditional” and online courses are particularly suitable for people who are

housebound (e.g. through disability, childcare, eldercare), geographically isolated, work

unsocial hours etc., because tutorials are not compulsory and the quality of the teaching

materials is very high. Prisoners, however, are not allowed to take online courses.

A range of student toolkits is available, both in print and online, and there is a counselling

service available by phone, as well as a range of other services. The website is very

3 . 2 T H E O P E N U N I V E R S I T Y
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3 . 3 T H E B T E C I N T R O D U C T O R Y Q U A L I F I C A T I O N S

I N B U S I N E S S , R E T A I L A N D A D M I N I S T R A T I O N

L E V E L 1

The Rationale

This explains in the broadest terms the strategic aim of the programme, that is, to widen

participation, improve retention and achievement of the Level 1 programme in the context

of national strategies.

Aims

These provide the specific targets of the programme, for example, to develop a range of

employability skills and techniques, to develop a learner’s ability to function successfully in

business and to provide a suitable qualification for progression.

National Occupational Standards

This is a statement of how the qualification is supported by National Training Organisations

and advises on the scope and limits of the training. For example the qualification will

develop practical and personal skills in the preparation of further study but not deliver

occupational competence.

The Programme Structure

This identifies the programme content, typically divided into ‘Units’ of study and the

minimum hours of study required to complete them.

The Unit Structure:

Each unit is set out in a standardised way under the following headings:

Unit Title, learning hours required and level

Unit Description;

This provides the overall purpose, the key areas of study and the mode of assessment,

such as project, exam, internally set or externally set.

Summary of Learning Outcomes:

These advise what the learner must do to pass the unit.

Skills opportunities: these advise on the skills development opportunities, such as number,

communication, working with others.
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Content: Typically this identifies the list of topics to be learned. Key words from the

learning outcomes are highlighted.

Assessment

This provides statements about what the learner must produce as evidence in order to

pass the unit. It may also identify what the learner must achieve to gain a pass, merit or

distinction grade.

Guidance for teaching and assessment

This provides support guidance for teachers, deliverers and assessors. It has the following

sections:

Delivery: this has suggestions on how the content can be delivered

Skills activities: how specific skills identified can be developed

Assessment: This provides advice about the nature of the assessment and what

the learner will need to produce to pass the unit or achieve higher grades.

Assessment and grading

The programme explains the primary aims of the assessment, for example, to

demonstrate achievement and learning. A distinction is made between internal and

external assessment. Internal assessment is to allow the learner to provide focus, develop

skills through feedback and achieve higher grades. External assessments ensure national

quality standards and are to be taken only when the learner is ready

Programme delivery and design

This section provides further information about the content of the programme and the

number of guided hours. It advises on the mode of delivery and suggests that choices will

be made from traditional classroom teaching, open or distance learning. It advises on the

minimum resources required to deliver the programme. Programme managers are advised

to develop appropriate teaching strategies that enable the learner to develop the specified

skills. A balance must be struck between practical skill development and the acquisition of

knowledge.

Access and recruitment

This provides programme managers with key principles for recruitment. For example,

programme managers should recruit people who have a reasonable chance of gaining the

national standards, barriers that restrict access should be overcome and specified policies

to promote equal opportunities should be stated.

3 . 3 B T E C I N T R O D U C T O R Y Q U A L I F I C A T I O N S
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The Wider Curriculum

This advises programme managers that every opportunity should be provided to develop

an understanding of the wider spiritual, moral, ethical, social and cultural issues, an

awareness of environmental, health and safety considerations and European

developments.
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LOT-House

Info Zone Course Zone Workshop Zone Initiative Zone Guides

3 . 4 T H E “ L O T - H O U S E C O N C E P T ”

- I M P L E M E N T A T I O N O F S D L I N C O U R S E S F O R

S O C I A L L Y D I S A D V A N T A G E D P E O P L E

Aims and Purposes: Working in Different Learning Zones

Work in the LOT-House (“LOT” is short for “Lernen, Orientieren, Tun”/learning, orienting,

doing) aimed at empowering (long-term) unemployed and socially disadvantaged people

from the region of Korneuburg (Lower Austria). The main focus was on developing the

students’ competences by making a combined course of training and guidance.

Trainers, pedagogical experts and administrative staff at the LOT-House were confronted

with a very heterogeneous groups of students, since learners had different biographies

and learning biographies. This, of course, resulted in different learning attitudes,

behavioural patterns and forms of motivation for learning.

The students at the LOT-House were provided with individualised training, employing a

varied set of learning tools and methods. Most importantly, they were given the chance to

learn and work at different learning places, in different “learning zones”, which will be

described in some detail below.

Supporting students by developing and increasing their qualifications, personal and social

skills and active competence was regarded as a basis for their re-integration into the world

of labour.

Structure of the LOT-House

In order to make an ideal programme of suitable learning instruments and methods in

training and guidance, students at the LOT-House were given the chance to learn and

work in learning zones that were thematically distinguished from each other.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE LOT-HOUSE WAS BASED ON THE IDEA OF MAKING A COMPREHENSIVE PROGRAMME OF

TRAINING AND GUIDANCE IN A TOTAL OF FIVE ZONES
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Students were to organise by themselves their individual “learning ways” through these

different zones. There were specific “fixed” offers and learning facilities for students in

each zone, but learners were also invited to make their own contributions, create new

elements and thus provide their colleagues with new ideas.

Offers and options within the zones:

Info Zone

Registration: First place to go to within the LOT-

House. Registration for people interested in courses.

Information on training courses and possible learning

ways through the house. Introduction of forms of

counselling, first contacts with LOT-House staff.

Counselling on Learning: First informal elements of counselling, taking students’

learning biographies into account and selecting from various courses on offer.

Surfstation: In this part of the info zone students were

provided with PCs and Internet access. In the surfstation

people could work on their CVs and applications, look for

new jobs and establish contacts via e-mail. They were

supported by info zone staff. All facilities (e.g. printer,

fax, telephone, paper) could also be used by students in

the course of different projects within the LOT-House.

E-Learning: E-Learning software was provided within

the surfstation. By making use of this, learners could acquire knowledge in a self-

organised and self-responsible way (English, computer knowledge like ECDL, typing etc.).

Job guidance: In cooperation with the Guides (see below), the LOT-House staff organised

an info desk. Students could inform themselves on different professions, possible contacts,

guidance and counselling institutions etc.

There was particular emphasis on the “inviting” character of the LOT-House entrance area,

in order to motivate people to make use of the facilities and training opportunities from

the very beginning. A big display window was decorated by plants, pictures and posters

and showed the LOT-House course programme. The LOT-House staff working in the info

zone were also responsible for the design and decoration of this area.
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The collection of literature, newspapers, job offers, brochures etc. was continually

updated.

Due to intensive use it was also necessary to continually maintain all computers and

prevent people from merely private or inappropriate use.

Course Zone

LOT-House students were offered the chance to take part in a variety of courses,

for example computer skills, time management, languages and self-presentation.

Apart from subject-related courses or

vocational training, students could also

specifically improve their soft and

social skills.

In so-called “wellness-courses” students

trained to activate their body-related

resources and make use of them.

Based upon knowledge and skills acquired

in different courses, learners were

encouraged to offer and lead courses themselves in this zone. One student, for example,

held a Tai Chi course, which was well accepted by other students. Self-organised learning

groups were established within the framework of language courses.

In order to be able to carry out courses

according to the SDL-concept it was

essential that all seminar rooms allowed

for flexible use. Flexibility was enabled by

appropriate equipment, like a sufficient

number of seminar tables, flipcharts,

pinboards etc. An atmosphere of

“wellbeing” was also created by a lot of

plants, pictures and other elements of

decoration, which supported motivation and regular attendance of courses. In order to

establish students’ identification with the LOT-House, they were also invited to (re-)

design and decorate “their” rooms the way they wanted to.
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