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Introduction

The focus of this paper is to examine my most recent learning project-the frightening task of learning how to swim. I will discuss my motivation, learning process (goal setting, available resources, etc), and any insights into myself as a learner. I will attempt to connect my experiences to relevant theory regarding learning how to learn and its concepts.
Motivation

I am probably one of the last people on the planet who does not know how to swim. No, I did not design a scientific experiment, but I am reminded of my shortcomings every time I mention my inability to others.  I am ashamed and have to watch from the sidelines as people frolic in the water.  This may have prevented me from pursuing swimming lessons in the past. Gross, 1991 pointed out that feeling ashamed of what you do not know is one fear of learning. Being ashamed should be the major impetus for knowledge, however it is not.  I simply want to do two things, (1) have fun in the water and frolic like the rest and (2) be able to save my own life if I really had to.  
I did not seriously begin thinking about learning how to swim until my trip to Puerto Vallarta, Mexico last year.  Oh how I wanted to jump into the Pacific Ocean and swim to my heart’s content. Instead, I lounged on the beach in my shiny new swimsuit, basked in the hot sun and sipped strawberry daiquiris all day. I guess that is some sort of consolation, but it was not enough. I wanted to embark on my own self-directed journey. 
Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) discuss two dimensions of learning. One dimension, self directed learning, addresses individual responsibility. Self directed learners plan, implement, and evaluate. The concept always speaks to the instructional methods a learner uses. The other dimension is labeled as learner self-direction. Learner self direction underscores a learner’s desire to assume responsibility for their own learning experience. It is one thing for a learner to actually assume responsibility and control their learning, but the desire to assume responsibility has to be there before one can really go about the learning experience itself. Self direction is more than just a one dimensional concept, but takes into account “….the external characteristics of an instructional process and the internal characteristics of the learner…” (p24).  
The PRO Model (Personal Responsibility Orientation) Model below illustrates the differences between self-directed learning (methods/process orientation) and learner self-direction (characteristics of learner/personal orientation). The model also comments on how both orientations are linked and influenced by personal responsibility. Thus, all factors affect the broad concept of self direction in learning.


Brockett, R.G. & Hiemstra, R. (1991)

Learning Process

My significant other did attempt to teach me to swim in Mexico. She bought “floaties” and patiently tried to impart her knowledge. It did not work! I have concluded that I must have had a bad experience in water during one of my past lives. I do not know how else to explain my fear of water or why I thought I was drowning in three feet.  We both knew at that point that we were facing an interesting experience.  My partner’s words of wisdom happened to be, “just stand up”.  The Mexico lesson did not completely faze me; I was not devastated by my lack of performance, I wanted to meet the challenge. It has been noted that personality plays a major role in initiating self directed learning.

This experience has further underscored the importance of and distinction between self directed learning and learner self direction. I chose a particular method of instruction (swimming lessons), planned, implemented, and evaluated the learning experience; essentially this is self directed learning. Personal responsibility was also inherent in my decision to control my own experience. I was motivated by several factors that produced a desire to learn; a desire to plan, implement, and evaluate my experience (learner self direction). Both of these concepts are different, though linked to the broader view of self direction.

There were two factors that were significant in my continuing the journey to learn how to swim. One factor happened to be my partner’s continued support and encouragement. She encouraged me to pursue formal swimming lessons through my local park district.  As further incentive, she even offered to pay for lessons. What was there to lose? Well, I guess my life I suppose if I happened to drown in those three feet of water.
As I was driving up to the pool on the first day, I noticed a number of tots and young kids standing in the pool area. I immediately panicked and began to wonder if I had signed up for the wrong class. This experience was moving from bad to worse. I finally walked out to the pool and nervously greeted my instructor.  I have struggled with the concept of self-directed learning and if it actually applies to this learning experience. I have concluded that it does. Self directed learning does not imply that it occurs in isolation nor does it suggest that it is all about the subject matter or the instructional method used (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Lowry, 1989). Self-directed learning has to do with individuals taking personal responsibility for their own learning experience; “…the learner assumes primary responsibility for and control over decisions about planning, implementing, and evaluating the learning experience” (Brockett & Hiemstra, p12).
The other factor that influenced my continued journey was my instructor’s belief in my abilities and his expectation of success. I was initially nervous about being the only one in the class, but as the sessions continued I was appreciative of the one-on-one attention. John was a sophomore at Michigan State University who worked summers at the park district.  He had eventually shown enough acumen to be promoted to manage others at the pool. I relaxed a bit, I was being taught by a master teacher.  When I felt discouraged and stated that I could not complete a specific task, he continued to encourage me. Every day he would recap what we had gone over the previous day and how much I was improving. 

His Big 10 escapades of partying delighted me, but he also talked about his educational goals and passion for teaching. He proved himself responsible, I suppose.  I did begin to breathe a bit easier as his conversation served as a means of introduction and a way to calm my fears throughout the experience. That relationship building is important to me as a learner. I tend to relax and absorb much more when I am actually enjoying the experience and the personality of the instructor. 
When I first articulated my goals it proved to be quite an overwhelming list. John was surprised and encouraged me to take one step at a time.  I wanted to do a number of things: get comfortable with the water, learn to float, swim from one side of the pool to the other, conquer the English Channel, and participate in the Iron Man race. Okay, the English Channel and the Iron Man race were definitely long shots but I was in control of my experience and determined what was worthwhile. However, I had to really put things into perspective. We would only meet for eight sessions, each session 45 minutes in length. Perhaps my goals were a bit overreaching. When I could not even relinquish the side of the pool I quickly reevaluated those goals and designed ones that made more sense in the short time we had and considering the level in which I was at. I thought I should start off by trying to become comfortable with the water-enough to eventually float and perhaps to even swim. That revised goal seemed a bit more realistic.
Insights as a Learner

In order to be a successful self directed learner, it is important to have self awareness. Furthermore, as Smith (1982) put it, “….a central task of learning how to learn is developing awareness of oneself as a learner” (p57). I learned a great deal about myself as a learner over the course of those eight sessions. The sessions were productive as I became more comfortable with the water and learned to float (with the help of the floater board). I did not overcome all of my fears, but I made a concerted effort to take in the information and pointers he provided. 
I appreciated the undivided attention he gave me and was glad that I happened to be the only one in the class. I am not sure I would have done as well if several others were present. I have always known that I thrive on personal attention. I need to feel like people around me are interested in me, but I did not expect that it would translate to the learning experience. John also made sure I was comfortable. He understood my fear of the water and how unsure I was. He took steps to assure me and affirm what progress I had actually made. The encouragement is important to me as a learner, especially as I cautiously approach a learning experience that has so many risks.
Although I was making limited progress, there were moments I found myself discouraged and with tired legs at the end of the pool. That learner self direction that was mentioned earlier was starting to wane. There were moments I would have given up and simply walked out. I am such a results-oriented person, though I value the process too, that I could not see the progress because it did not completely support the goals I originally set for the learning experience. I approached the experience as if it was a test and certain topics had to be fully mastered in order to earn an A. 

I have high expectations and have been labeled as an overachiever. Those two characteristics alone help to explain those lengthy goals on the first day. I did not simply walk into the class to have fun; I walked in with a laundry list of things I wanted to accomplish. There are a number of characteristics to describe self directed learners: perseverance, curiosity, self-confidence, self-discipline, ambition, and independence (http://bus.utk.edu/dlf/sdlr/default.htm). When assessing who I am as a learner and as an individual, I embody many of these characteristics. These characteristics have played a major role in my ability to learn and thus to succeed. Furthermore, those characteristics also influence my decision to learn. 

I forced myself to truly take stock of what happened over the course of the sessions. I needed to understand that there was a distinction between how I walked in on the first day and how I concluded the class. While I did not accomplish all that I set out to do, I am still willing to pursue further lessons. New lessons start in two weeks, swimming here I come! And that is spoken like a true self directed learner.
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