Individual Learning Records

Need for a Holistic Approach to Learning 

In June, 1999 I attended a conference on holistic approaches to education.  Our premise was that students need a structure that allows them to make mistakes because making mistakes is part of a holistic learning process.  Our current teaching system (especially in the sciences) tends to discourage mistakes and makes students more fearful about exploring new ideas and approaches.  It does this by giving them a single chance to "make right" on an exam rather than to learn by making mistakes.  

What Is A Learning Record?

The learning record allows students to document what they know and know how to do as well as what they are struggling with learning and why they are struggling.  The system which solely uses exams and quizzes often leads to a collection of mistakes, deficits, shortcomings and difficulties that provide students with little opportunity to learn from.

  A typical "learning scenario" that you may be familiar with is:

· student receives a graded exam (often with a poor grade and minimal comments), 

· student files exam

· student learns little from exam other than the fact that they did not master all the material that the instructor saw fit for them to master.  

The learning records seeks to improve upon this process by allowing the student to document five "learning dimensions:"

1. Confidence and independence

2. Knowledge and understanding

3. Skills and strategies

4. Use of prior and emerging experience

5. Reflection

Each learning dimension is constantly tested against a set of strands that define the course content.  In this class, the strands may be defined in a number of different ways.  One method would be to have three strands, each corresponding to a module question.  Another set of strands could correspond to the chapter titles in the book or a different set of theoretical sustainability concepts and skill-related concepts like leading for change or designing web pages.  Perhaps you will have an even different organization like relation of chemistry to economic, social and environmental consequences (I am not sure that would work well, but…).  It is your learning record to be organized to suit your goals (BUT I will read and evaluate your thoughts based on the learning outcomes that we design together).   Examples of one possible strand set follows.  There are many other (and probably better) possibilities.

Strand Set 1:

1. What is Sustainability?

2. What is the Relation between Social and Ecological Systems?

3. How Do I Implement a Sustainable Project?

4. How Do I Lead for Social Change?

5. What is an Ecological Footprint?

How Do I Record My Progress?
The preferred method for data entry will be the use of hyperlinked text. You can use this format to organize your learning record by linking the different dimensions to the different strands.  I will provide an on-line example for you.

An alternative low-tech method is with a loose-leaf notebook (better than a spiral bound as it is easier to change the order of things).  You can keep a different section for each strand and have the dimensions embedded in each section.  A Table of Contents might look like the following:

What is Sustainability?

Confidence and independence

Knowledge and understanding

Skills and strategies

Use of prior and emerging experience

Reflection

What is the Relation between Social and Ecological Systems?

Confidence and independence

Knowledge and understanding

Skills and strategies

Use of prior and emerging experience

Reflection…

How Often Do I Record My Progress?

Since individual learning records are due every day throughout the class, you will be required to make daily entries.  Though you can do it at any time each day before 9 PM, I will download them at that time and read them before class. You can also make notes whenever you have an AHA or are stumped and then gather the notes coherently at day’s end.  You should ask for help while considering your entries.  As usual, help is available from me, Trish or any member of the class or a tutor (writing or quantitative).  However, the words that you enter in the record must be your own.  It will be very easy for me to determine if the words are not your own because I will be conversing with you and asking questions regarding entries as the class proceeds.  Remember, the honor code requires that all work in the record be your own thoughts.  If you are working with another person and share ideas, make sure you reference any help.

How Is the Learning Record Graded?

I’ve graded these numerous times before, but I’m still developing better rubrics.  Of course, as you will learn, you will be involved in helping to co-create such rubrics with me.  Of course it is not only the quantity of entries, but the quality of the entries that will count.  About a page or two each day (on average) will be adequate.  You will also be grading yourself based on the rubric that we design.  I will be looking for personal growth in terms of how you improve in the class and the profundity of your observations both about your own learning style and about the course material.  I will also be looking at all the learning records for the class and I will get a relative idea about how people are doing.  In addition, I will be forming my evaluations based on observing your project work and your in-class work.

For your self-assessment, answer the following questions:

Did I organize the learning record in relation to strands?  What were the strands?

Did I organize the learning record in relation to the five dimensions of learning?  Did I show a reasonable distinction between my learning in each dimension?

Did I show my knowledge and understanding by discussing particularly challenging class concepts in sufficient detail?

Did I show my reflection by asking particularly probing questions about the material-especially where it was leading and how I might get there?

Did I analyze the areas where my confidence and independence grew or were negatively impacted by my own work, collaborative work or by interactions with the professor, paraprofessional or a tutor?

Did I show how I use my prior experience (as a chemical being in a chemical world) in how I come to understand chemistry?  Did I document how my learning is changing my emerging experiences of how I view my self as a chemical being in a chemical world?

What skills in the lab, problem solving and understanding my learning style are emerging?  What strategies am I using to increase these skills and use them more effectively?

Did I interact with the professor and paraprofessional to resolve misconceptions and better understand problems?

Overall grade: _______

