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Introduction


Over the years, learners in the typical classroom setting have too often been taught to be over dependent on the instructor.  However for today’s online learning requirements, it is no longer enough for a learner to rely on instructors and traditional skills learned in the classroom.  Successful online learners are taking responsibility and managing their own learning.  They are honing new strategies that can enable them to become more self-directed and self-motivated online learners.  Successful online strategies are not always taught in the classroom.  Learning how to acquire online learning skills includes understanding individual learning differences and discovering or choosing how you can learn best on your own, whatever the content or situation.

This paper has two purposes.  The first purpose is to discuss individual learning differences and highlight the impact of self-managing emotions and intentions for more successful learning.  The second purpose is to show individuals how to change their role as a more submissive learner and develop and practice “take-charge” strategies—for more self-motivated, self-directed, independent online learning.  The most important strategy is switching your reliance on the instructor to yourself--as you enjoy taking greater responsibility over time for lifelong learning.  

How and Why You Learn Differently

Many individual difference theories exist today to address how individuals learn differently.  If you use any search browser, you can find a long list of learning theories introduced by an eclectic group of educators.  In other disciplines, new developments in the area of brain research are revealing the power of the amygdala (found in our brain’s emotional center) on behavior, learning, and memory.  These findings are providing us with specific brain information (e.g., synaptic connections and interactions) about how students learn differently.  The results (providing reasons for learning differences) are especially highlighting how emotional impact (e.g., fear, frustration, passion, motivation, happiness) consistently appears to have a profound influence on learning.  Good instructors in the classroom already intuitively consider these key human factors (e.g., gratification, satisfaction, boredom, and rewards) in the classroom.  As a result, the social relationships between the instructor and peers are traditionally an integral part of the learning process.  Moreover, some learners depend more on these social and learning relationships than others.  

As learners we appreciate instructors who see us as individuals.  We especially like those teachers that can identify how we learn differently and support how we each like to learn best.  People who tap into our drives, expectations, values, and goals are certainly more likely to get our attention and appreciation than those that overlook or override our wants and needs.  Yet, typical educational studies on how individuals learn differently primarily focus on how learners think or process information differently (e.g., the cognitive perspective).  But what about how we feel or want to learn differently?  More importantly, what about learners who know how they like to learn best?  Instructors often discuss how important emotions are to the learning process.  However, emotions if considered at all by many educational researchers are too often a secondary consideration with a one-size-fits all approach (i.e., do we all want and intend to learn the same?).  Researchers will need to rethink traditional perspectives.  Today, a consideration of emotions is increasing in importance.  Online, both the instructor and student are evolving into sophisticated learning roles with new responsibilities--where all new rules apply.

Are you excited about understanding how you learn?  By considering the impact of emotions and intentions, learners can better understand how and why they learn differently.  For example, some learners are happiest learning in collaborative, facilitated environments with learning tasks accomplished in a structured or menu-driven (linear) fashion—one step at a time.  A more conservative learner, may enjoy greater email or feedback assistance from a facilitator who can identify specific steps and schedules towards achievement.  Other learners thrive in competitive environments that focus on specific details, tasks, and projects, perhaps as a team effort.  This more adventurous and independent learner may enjoy working in a simulated or action environment, knowing where to find help when necessary.  Nevertheless, these learners may need some degree of structure provided through guidelines, schedules and rules, particularly if they are learning in an area of low interest.  Other learners are passionate about exploring new challenges, making mistakes to discover the unknown, and taking risks. These low-maintenance learners enjoy using learning to achieve their own long-term personal goals.  Finally, some learners are formally or situationally resistant to any kind of learning that appears to have little value or benefit.  

Designers who understand the general impact of emotions and intentions, can translate these kinds of psychological and learning influences and differences into individually supportive learning solutions.  Meanwhile, learners can use their own positive emotions to develop personal learning strategies that work best for them, with or without an instructor.  The information provided in the remaining sections is meant to help you identify your important differences and then develop more personalized learning strategies for greater online learning success.  

Learning Orientation Differences

To explore your differences, this section introduces the learning orientation model.  This model considers the dominant impact of emotions and intentions to discuss how individuals may want and intend to respond differently in various learning situations.  Traditional classroom or instructor-led solutions (e.g., learning styles or learning modalities) often relied on instructors to manage the emotional and social aspects of learning, in addition to the cognitive (how people think) aspects.  Also, every learner has some ability to learn (which in the classroom the instructor helps them improve to some degree).  Online we need to consider how well learners are prepared to learn on their own--with or without an instructor.  The learning orientation model discusses three fundamental factors to consider the learner’s success and their use of different strategies.

These three factors are successful learning attributes and help measure how learners generally want, intend, and do approach learning situationally. 

	Factor
	Description

	1. Self Motivation
	describes the learner’s emotional investment in learning and how the learner uses internal resources (e.g., passions, intentions, desires, values, expectations)

	2. Strategic Self-Directedness
	describes the ability to set, manage, and achieve goals as part of a targeted learning process.

	3. Independence (Autonomy)
	describes how much a learner uses and relies on external resources (e.g., instructors, rewards, schedules, rules, and support)


Table 1. A Three -Factor Model for Successful Learning Attributes

1. Self Motivation. This conative and affective learning attribute estimates the learner's general feelings and attitudes about learning. It describes the individual's (to some degree) will, intent, drive, or passion for learning and use of learning as an intrinsic resource to achieve personal goals. This attribute refers to the individual's intentions to learn, influenced to some degree by values, belief, content, people, environments, resources, and instructional presentation. Naturally, learners will be more intentional and enjoy or apply greater effort in specific courses, topics, or situations that interest or appeal to them. 

2. Strategic Self-Directness.  This attribute describes commitment to learning and strategic effort.  It estimates the degree that learners plan and commit deliberate, strategic effort to accomplish learning. Successful learners place great importance on strategic commitment. They enjoy applying focused, strategic, hard-working principles to learn and improve. Learners that appear lower on this factor can be more successful by improving and using key learning strategies (e.g., big picture thinking, self-assessment, self-assessment, reflection, and complex problem solving). Most research shows that improved long-term planning and increased strategic effort is a contributing factor to greater achievement.    

3. Learning Independence or Autonomy.  This attribute estimates the individual's desire and ability to take responsibility, make choices, and control or manage their own learning (i.e., make choices independent of the instructor) in the attainment of learning, performance, and personal goals. As individuals have different experiences and mature as successful learners, they gradually (to some varying degree) 

* gain awareness of their learning capabilities and processes and use this knowledge to improve 

* develop desires for learning control or autonomy 

* assimilate and develop a unique, personal set of learner-difference variables 

* commit and self-manage sustained effort to attain personal learning goals 

* review and monitor experiences to improve subsequent learning.

*depend more on internal resources than external resources.

* approach tasks and projects more holistically

Four Learning Orientations

The learning orientation model also uses the learner attributes to describe four distinct learner types, called learning orientations.  Learning orientations generally discuss how learners approach learning differently.  The four types are transforming, performing, conforming, and resistant learning orientations.  Learning orientations provide specific scales for measuring common learner attributes.  This model adds other higher-order psychological factors (e.g., emotions, intentions, and social aspects) to the traditional, primary cognitive understanding about learning.  Most learners will typically identify themselves as one or sometimes situationally act a combination of the following learning orientations.  
Transforming Learners 

Transforming learners are likely successful online learners with sophisticated online learning skills (i.e., highly self-motivated, self-directed, and independent). They use self-directed, strategic planning, and holistic thinking to apply great effort to achieve long-term goals. These learners are generally risk takers, innovators, and passionate, highly committed learners. They most often: 

· place great importance on self-managed learning, committed effort, independence, and long-term vision.  

· use personal strengths, ability, persistence, challenging strategies, high-standards, learning efficacy, and positive expectations to manage learning successfully.  

· lose motivation and may become frustrated or resistant in environments or conditions that interfere with their assertive learning patterns and challenging goals. 

To be more successful, these learners should focus more on details to ensure task and project completion and practical application of theories and concepts. Sometimes these learners are so intent on exploring the unknown, they forget their original goals and tasks and loose focus. Self-discipline helps them complete one goal or a set of goals before they move on to the next goal. When frustrated, these learners need patience to overcome the limitations and barriers—their strength is believing in the goals that they set for themselves.
Performing Learners

Performing learners are skilled online learners who are typically more self-directed in areas that they value or that interest them, otherwise they may overrely on external sources for motivation, encouragement, and support.  For example, they may rely on instructors or coaching to help them set and manage goals and accomplish objectives when they do not perceive personal benefit.  Typically, these learners are more short-term, project-oriented thinkers who systematically and capably achieve average to above standard learning goals and tasks.  They may:

· enjoy the focus on concrete details, process, and procedures rather than on abstract concepts and ideas.

· prefer interactive (hands-on), competitive, collaborative, or team environments

· may selectively take less control or responsibility for their learning and may rely on others (external resources) for coaching, motivation, goal setting, schedules, and direction (in areas of lesser interest). 

· may minimize or streamline learning effort by meeting (clearly acknowledged) only the stated objectives, getting the grade, and avoiding exploratory steps or effort beyond the requirements of the situation and learning task. These learners lose motivation or may even get angry if too much effort or interest is required and the rewards are not enough to compensate the perceived effort. 

· may prefer to learn in classroom, simulated, or interactive environments, especially when they can interact to complete tasks or rely on the instructor to coach them periodically through the achievement process.  

These learners know when they want to rely less on the instructor or more on themselves.  To be more successful online learners, these learners should consider when and how much they may tend to rely on an instructor and realize now they are going to transition to more self-directedness, self-motivation, and independence (i.e., do for themselves what the instructor previously did for them).  They should acquire and depend on more long-term, holistic thinking skills to find important reasons to self-motivate and self-direct themselves towards goal achievement and more challenging efforts.  They need to learn how to set and accomplish personal learning goals, self-assess, reflect, and coach themselves through the steps of learning more often.

Conforming Learners

Conforming learners are less successful online learners because they depend largely on the quality of instruction and support from the environment and social relationships. They often prefer to rely on explicit guidance and simple steps provided by an instructor.  Complex online learning environments will frustrate them with too many opportunities to make mistakes.  These learners are concerned with safety, security, and acceptance.  Conforming learners generally: 

· prefer collaborative, social relationships that progress in a stepwise fashion

· are good at repetitive tasks and consistent expectations.

· are less skilled or confident learners.

· react strongly to external influences.

· prefer supportive, structured environments.

· have less desire to take risks, control or manage their learning or initiate change in their jobs or environment.

· have difficulty learning in open learning environments, which focus on high learner control, discovery or exploratory learning, complex.

Typically these learners will want to learn in classrooms when they hope that they can find a concerned instructor who can be supportive and guide them through the learning process.  To be more successful online learners, these learners should (over time) acquire and depend on more risk-taking, problem solving, holistic thinking skills to find reasons and ways to self-motivate and self-direct towards more challenging efforts.  More importantly, they should understand how they learn best and choose opportunities and support systems that fit their requirements.  Hence, these learners should strive to achieve greater independence that enables them to trust themselves and take greater responsibility for their own learning over time.  Nevertheless, they should also know where to find and ask for help as they need it.

Resistant Learner

Resistant learners, in contrast to the other three learning orientations, lack a fundamental belief that (1) achieving learning objectives set by others is of any value or worth the effort, (2) they can learn and enjoy achieving goals set by others, or (3) academic learning and achievement can help them achieve personal goals or initiate desired changes. A resistant learner's personal goals, beliefs, and values strongly conflict with learning goals set by others.
Online Learning Environments

Today’s challenge is for you, the online learner, to identify which elements in an online learning solution provide the best payoff for your personal learning needs.  Your task is four fold.  You need to determine which environmental factors, type of instructional presentation, and level of social interaction best match and support your interests, values, expectations and other learning requirements.  Moreover, you need to define which elements will help you increasingly improve your ability (over time) for more successful online learning.  One way to accomplish this challenge is to consider your learning orientation to estimate your online learning ability and requirements, determine gaps between how you like to learn and your typical online learning situation, and identify strategies for your long-term personal learning and performance improvement.  These steps are further discussed in the following sections.

Personalized (Mass-Customized) Learning Environments

The first step in improving your online learning ability is to consider the learning environment that works best for you—with or without an instructor or facilitator.  Most researchers suggest that a closely matched learning environment will have a positive impact on learning.  Use Table 1 to identify which type of environment may help you succeed and best match how you prefer to learn.  Keep in mind that you will want to consider learning in an environment that matches your preferences today but also will help you improve online learning ability over time.

	Learning Orientations
	Mass Customized Environments

	Transforming Learners
	For transforming learners, seek environments that are sophisticated, discovery-oriented, and mentoring environments. Seek loosely structured, flexible environments that promote challenging goals, holistic planning strategies, complex concepts and problem solving, and self-managed learning.  Use adaptive environments that allow you to be assertive, challenged by exploration, and able to control, self-direct, and self-assess learning and progress to achieve objectives and related higher standard, long-term goals.  



	Performing Learners
	For performing learners, seek semi-structured, interactive (hands on) environments that stimulate personal values, encourage teamwork, and provide details, tasks, processes, procedures, and project completion.  Seek task oriented, energizing, competitive environments that provide coaching, practice, and feedback to encourage self-motivation, problem solving, self-monitoring, and task sequencing—while minimizing the need for extra effort, and difficult standards—attack difficult standards in steps.  



	Conforming Learners
	For conforming learners, seek safe, low-learner controlled, structured environments that help learners achieve comfortable, low-risk learning goals in a linear fashion.  Use scaffolded environments that use explicit, careful guidance and collaborative learning tools that help you learn comfortably in a step-wise fashion. Even if achievement takes longer, the easier pace should be more supportive, hence more enjoyable.  




Table 2. Descriptions for Mass Customized Learning Environments.

Strategies for Instructional Solutions

The second step in improving online learning ability is to consider the presentation of instruction and interaction that works best for you.  This step uses the learning orientation framework.  It highlights three factors that can strongly influence how we can improve learning with increased self-motivation, self-direction, and learning autonomy.  To identify your best online learning strategies, review the strategies in Table 3 and consider how they can enhance your current online learning ability.  These strategies also describe potential strengths and weaknesses and enable learners to consider how to:

	
	Learning

Strategies
	
	Transforming

 Learners
	Performing 

Learners
	Conforming 

Learners

	
	
	

	
	
	Self-Motivation

	
	User Interface
	
	Achieve in an high-learner controlled, open learning interface that can stimulate exploration, discovery, problem solving, and complex, high-capacity processing.
	Achieve in a competitive, simulated (hands-on) learning interface that focuses on external values and keen interest for medium stimulation and processing capacity. 
	Achieve in a consistent and simple interface for minimal stimulation and processing capacity. 

	
	Interaction
	
	Achieve with occasional mentoring and stimulating interaction for achieving long-term goals (MENTORING). (Note: Continually seek and use resources that help you achieve best effort).
	Achieve with consistent coaching and interaction for achieving short-term goals (COACHING). (Note: Continually seek coaching to raise standards and call forth best effort).
	Achieve with continual, explicit guidance and reinforcement for achieving short-term goals (GUIDING). (Note: Continually seek guidance to take greater risks and calling forth best effort).

	
	Feedback
	
	Achieve with inferential, discovery feedback.
	Achieve with concise, team-building, sometimes inductive, deductive, or competitive feedback.
	Prefer explicit, conforming, trust-building feedback. 

	
	Rewards and Recognition
	
	Be inspired by added personal value increased by self-directed, instrinsically competitive standards, newly acquired knowledge to accomplish challenging, long-term goals, praise and recognition by mentors, and continual opportunity for innovation and improvement.
	Be inspired by added personal value increased by external influences, immediate praise and recognition of expertise and accomplishment by higher ups and peers, competitive or team reward structures, and continuing opportunity for striving, increasing expertise, and project completion.  To improve, look for ways to increase self-motivation. 
	Be inspired by added personal value increased by stability, conformance, acceptance, and immediate praise and recognition by peers for incremental achievement of guided accomplishments.  Look forward to guided opportunities to apply and reinforce newly acquired expertise.  To improve, look for ways to increase self-motivation.

	
	Information Need
	
	Seek holistic, theoretical information to solve long-term problems, discover new challenges, and achieve personal goals. Enhance information gathering with increasing specification and practical application.
	Seek practical, specific information to solve short-term problems, complete projects, and demonstrate expertise.  Enhance information gathering with increasing holistic or conceptual information (coached/rewarded by others).
	Receive simple, guided information to solve short-term problems, complete assignments, and show accomplishment. Enhance information gathering with increasing levels of problem solving (supported by others).

	
	Content Structuring
	
	Achieve with freedom to construct own content structure and opportunities for new knowledge and innovation.
	Achieve with freedom to accomplish tasks and projects well with minimal effort.
	Achieve with freedom to rely on help from others to guide content structure, progress, and outcomes.

	
	Collaboration

& Peer Interaction
	
	Achieve in a high-standard, complex environment with sophisticated goals and challenging accomplishments.  (Note: May be frustrated by too much focus on detail, short-term goals, and lack of long-term accomplishment).
	Achieve in a competitive team, interactive environment that supports intrinsic and extrinsic values focused on project completion and increased expertise.  (Note: May easily be frustrated by extra time and effort required for slow peer interaction, long-term goals, or unmet needs).
	Achieve in a guided participative environment with direction and answers provided by the instructor.  Rely on a “sense of community” and combined achievement.  (Note: May be frustrated or left behind by fast pace, complex processes, and high-level standards and achievement).

	
	
	
	Learning Autonomy

	
	 Independent Learning


	
	Assume learning responsibility, self-select goals, self-manage learning, progress and outcomes—independent of the instructor.  (Note: Avoid frustration if placed in restricted environments with limited learner control).
	Assume all learning responsibility in areas of keen interest.  (Note: Try not to relinquish learning control and extend less effort for topics of less interest or in restrictive environments.  Consider long-term implications and benefits). 
	Learn to trust yourself to make decision about learning and rely less on guidance from others.  Use structured environments to acquire self-directed learning skills.  (Note: Try not to relinquish all responsibility for learning to accomplish assigned learning goals).

	
	Relationship to Instructors or Facilitators
	
	Work with mentors as an added resource to explore and expand knowledge-building opportunities and attainment of long-term personal goals.
	Use coaching from instructors or facilitators and interaction with peers as an added resource to enhance expertise, accomplishment, and project completion.
	Use coaching and guidance from instructors or facilitators and careful interaction with peers as an added resource to increase achievement of low-risk goals.

	
	
	
	Self-Direction



	
	Goal-Setting and Standards


	
	Set and achieve personal short- and long-term, challenging goals. Maximize discovery and effort to attain personal, long-term goals and increasingly difficult standards, beyond those set by others.
	Set and achieve short-term, project-oriented goals that meet average-to-high standards.  Situationally minimize or maximize efforts and standards to reach assigned or negotiated standards.  Consider long-term goals and consequences.
	Follow and achieve simple, task-oriented goals.  Take incrementally difficult steps and risks and increase effort (over time) in supportive environments with safe, manageable standards.

	
	Holistic Thinking


	
	Emphasize the priority of the whole over its parts.
	Explore the priority of the whole over its parts.
	Consider the priority of the whole over its parts.

	
	Critical  Thinking


	
	Use skilled, confident determination, analysis, intellectual criteria, evaluation, interpretation, judgment and reflection about meaning and significance of evidence and what is observed to accept or reject conclusions.
	Consider simple to complex problems and subjects that come within the range of one's experiences. Increase effort to learn and effectively use logical inquiry, reasoning, intellectual criteria and reflection. 
	Be perceptive. Discover new information. Think clearly and logically, analyze and interpret information, evaluate ideas and draw inferences through judgment and reasoning. Consider techniques for critical thinking.

	
	Reflection


	
	Actively control learning by using reflective thinking to consider and assess what is known and identify and close any gaps to what is needed to improve learning.
	Explore ways to control learning by actively using reflective thinking to consider and assess what is known and identify and close any gaps to what is needed to improve learning.
	Learn reflective thinking techniques to consider and assess what is known and identify and close any gaps to what is needed to improve learning.

	
	 Task Sequencing


	
	Sequence tasks according to performance needs, personal learning requirements, holistic information expectations, and varying levels of expertise. Use hypertext or multiple-levels to allow precise access to content and problem solving to accomplish objectives. (Note: Consider influences on intrinsic values and benefits).
	Sequence tasks according to interactive performance needs, detailed information needs, and increasing levels of expertise, and effort.  Use semi-linear, logical branching (accessed by subtopic).  (Note: Consider influences on external values and benefits (e.g., using competition, adventure, or creativity) to guide task sequencing.
	Sequence tasks according to manageable steps, low-risk performance requirements, and less complex, safety-based information needs.  Use linear representations to provide simple, selective access to increasing levels of expertise. (Note: Consider influences on stability and conformance to guide accomplishments).

	
	Knowledge Building
	
	Commit great effort to discover, elaborate, and build new knowledge and meaning.  Consider practical application of new knowledge and innovation.
	Increase effort to assimilate and apply relevant, valued knowledge and meaning.  Develop interest in exploring related issues and discovering long-term consequences.
	Accept and reproduce knowledge to meet external requirements. Develop trust in assimilating and experimenting with application of new knowledge.

	
	 Problem 

Solving
	
	Learn using complex, whole (holistic)-to-part, problem-solving opportunities that lead to new content or knowledge.  Alternatively, consider part to whole solutions and practical applications.
	Learn with competitive part-to-whole problem solving for specific projects and tasks.  Develop trust in conceptual ability and long-term thinking.  Alternatively, consider whole (holistic) to part opportunities.
	Learn with scaffolded support for simple problem solving opportunities that reconfirm achievement and acceptance. Work with guide to improve problem solving ability and develop trust in own learning and problem solving ability.

	
	Practice
	
	Achieve using one good example and one bad example. Take time to consider practical application and apply knowledge towards project completion.
	Achieve using a few good and bad examples.  Take time to consider conceptual knowledge and long-term implications.
	Achieve using multiple good and bad examples.  Take time to consider related, increasingly difficult problems and achievement accomplished through increased effort.

	
	Progress Monitoring
	
	Self-assess and review achievements based on challenging standards and long-term personal goals.
	Self-assess, seek assessment from others, and review achievements based on short-term goals and negotiated standards. Improve self-assessment skills.


	Accept assessment and review from others and consider accomplishments based on short-term goals and standards aligned with stability and conformance. Improve self-assessment skills.

	
	Questioning Habits
	
	Ask probing, in-depth questions to expand knowledge.  To improve, seek opportunities to apply new knowledge and consider practical details.
	Ask pivotal questions to solve problems and complete projects. To improve, seek opportunities to understand related concepts and long-term consequences.
	Ask functional questions to accomplish assignments. To improve, seek opportunities to understand related concepts and long-term consequences

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 3. Description of Instructional Strategies Supporting Different Learning Orientations.

Summary

The goal of this chapter is to help each learner to achieve more self-motivated, self-directed, independent online learning.  After reading this chapter, the author hopes that online learners will expand their understanding about their own differences and paths towards more successful learning strategies.  To improve online learning ability, this chapter suggest that readers consider (a) the influence of a comprehensive set of key psychological factors (conative (intentions), affective (emotions), social, and cognitive(thinking)) that influence their learning differently, (b) the often overlooked dominant impact of emotions and intentions on learning, (c) critical human and learning relationships between environments, key psychological sources that influence learning, accomplishment, and online learning ability, and (d) how design and presentation strategies for learning environments and instruction can also powerfully influence how you want, intend, and do learn online.  The final suggestion is to acknowledge that if you want to achieve greater online learning success, you need to take greater responsibility for your own learning strategies, rather than always depending on others.
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