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Introduction

Hello and Welcome

Welcome to the Learning Communities Toolkit!  The toolkit has been developed as a part of the Learning Communities Project for you, the student.  The information below will tell you why the toolkit was developed, how it is intended to be useful for you, and how you can best use it. 
What is the Toolkit?

Students learn best within a learning climate that includes the learner, the learner’s support system, and other learners.  Athabasca University’s Learning Communities Project asked residents of northern and rural communities how they wanted to learn and what they thought about their own learning opportunities.  The answers that came back told us that learners would like information about how to be the best student possible and how to both create and make good use of supportive, community learning environments.  This Toolkit has been designed to share this information with you, information that focuses on you and your learning within your community. The Toolkit wants to help you build on your own strengths through connections with others. What we learn informs who we are.
 Learning may seem to be a very natural act and, in many cases, it is. Think about how and when you have learned in your past. Who have your teachers been? Did you learn from your parents and your grandparents? Did you learn from the elders, from your friends, and from those around you and in your community?  Many of us come to knowledge in these informal ways, in addition to learning in more formal, “school” settings. In this way, learning is holistic and continuous. We find knowledge every day and in many ways.
There are other learning practices as well, however, some “best practices,” and it may be useful to know what those are.  The toolkit wants to make that information easy for you to access, while keeping in mind your community or your learning style, your family considerations, and the cultural and spiritual teachings that matter to you.

The toolkit contains information and tools to:

· Share an understanding of student learning that respects history and culture.

· Provide tools to self-assess your learning style within your cultural and community context.
· Share ways to enhance or develop success-based student learning skills.
· Provide tips on how to be a master learner.
· Share guiding principles for successfully integrating studies with cultural and community life.
How to use the Toolkit
The Toolkit is available in paper and online.  If you are using a paper form of the Toolkit, you can move through it page by page, section by section, using the tools included (such as the Cultural Star and the checklists), and pick it up whenever you need it. If you are accessing the Toolkit’s e-version, you will be able to access it wherever you are. Or you may want to combine methods and print out some of the tools.

To begin your journey in exploring this toolkit, you will see six activities that will guide you in achieving goals for successful learning. They appear in a certain order so that you can benefit from one type of activity before proceeding to the next.  

At the end of each section, there is a “finding your way” item that summarizes what you’ve done and indicates where to go next.

How the Toolkit Fits in with the Learning Communities Project
The Learning Communities Project is a large project funded by the Rural Alberta Development Fund. A number of products and services have resulted from this project work.

1. The interactive website that you are currently visiting.

2. The Aboriginal Mentor Circles and Mentors’ Manual

3. Learner support personnel working in your communities.
Background: Why the Toolkit?

We know, from talking to you, that Aboriginal learners leave school at a higher rate than do non-Aboriginal learners, and research supports these findings. There are many reasons for this:  cultural conflict; marginalization; feelings of alienation; racism and labelling; relationship issues; parental issues; distrust of educational systems; lack of support and involvement of family, parents, and community; sense of powerlessness; and the residual effects of residential schools (Makokis, 2000).
The educational system has not always fostered success and often fails to work together with learners and cultures.  Regardless of where you are at in your life, you can experience success in your studies and the Learning Communities project can help you with that. We acknowledge that every student faces different learning barriers but that every student also brings his or her own gifts and knowledge, and perseverance, to the process. Successful studies happen when we all learn together.
Toolkit language attempts to be inclusive and as straightforward as possible. The Toolkit’s intention is to help you as you develop skills that permit you to be the best learner that you can be and to help you help you to identify possible problems that may hinder or prevent you from being successful.

Finding your way in the Toolkit:  Where are you now? 
You have just finished reading the introductory material. You should also have looked at the Table of Contents section by now.  The Table of Contents in any resource is always a good tool to use to indicate how the resource or a body of information is organized. The next section, “Being a Student,” will give you some basic information about learning and what it means to be a successful student.
Being a Student
There are many things to know about being a student. Over the years, research has helped us to understand ourselves and the tasks involved in learning much more clearly.  The term pedagogy (“ped-a-gaw-gee”) is used to talk about strategies of instruction, or a style of instruction or teaching, and so it has come to also refer in a broad sense about the whole business of teaching and learning.  For example, what a teacher believes about his or her method of teaching is called his or her pedagogy. Another related term that applies specifically to adult learning is andragogy (“and-ra-gaw-gee”).  This word was coined because we have come to understand that adults learn differently from youths. Adult education has become a field of study in itself in recent years.

The field of adult education is based on several principles that describe the way adults learn:

· Adults are generally self-directed. They are self-motivated and know what they need to do for themselves.

· Adults learn best using “real life” examples and situations that address real-life problems.

· Adults learn best by drawing on their own experiences, which are many. The elders in your community provide good examples of the richness of experience which can be drawn on for guidance in new learning situations.
One of the myths about adult learning is that adults cannot learn as well as children. Research has proven that that is not true.  Adults CAN learn very well – but they learn differently. Short-term memory loss is also a reality for some adults as they age.  As a result, it’s important for teachers of adults to know that adults learn best when they don’t have to memorize a lot of material.

Another important adult education issue involves defining who an adult is. What determines adulthood?  While age has often been thought to be the determining factor (ie 18 or 19 years), in fact using “life role” is actually a better indicator. That is, if you are performing a life-role that is traditionally associated with adulthood, such as working to support your family at the age of 15, then it’s probable that you can be considered an adult. 

About you

As a person, you are unique and distinct – you are your own self.  You are also very unique as a student. It is important for you to understand yourself as a student in order to be successful.  The main purpose of this toolkit is to help you understand yourself as a student. To do that, the next part of this toolkit will focus on you and your own learning style.  The toolkit will do this in a number of ways, by: 

1) providing some information about student learning to you; 

2) giving you the opportunity to do some activities related to being a student; and 

3) directing you to some other resources that can continue to help you both understand your own style of learning and provide help for you along the way. 

Activities are labelled as such (for example, Activity 1, “Are You Ready to be a Student”) and are integrated into this text, usually following the presentation of related information, such as this piece you are currently reading.

Your readiness to be a student
As adults, as individuals, and as students, we are not always ready to learn. Circumstances may make it impossible for us to think about learning or returning to learning. Many programs provide checklists for students to consider in order to assess whether or not they are ready to move forward in a learning program. Activity 1, below, asks you to think about your readiness to learn.

Activity 1. Are you ready to be a student?

Being a student takes time. It requires you to invest time, energy, and thought a set of activities over a sustained period of time. Take a few moments here to explore your readiness to be a student by considering the following questions: 
	
	Yes 
	 No 

	1. I have given thought to my current role as an adult and family member.
	[image: image1.wmf]
	[image: image2.wmf]

	2. I understand my role as a part of my community.
	[image: image3.wmf]
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	3. I have given thought to my history as a learner and as a worker. 
	[image: image5.wmf]
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	4. I understand my relationship to my successes and failure, and I take ownership of my situation. 
	[image: image7.wmf]
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	5. I have a clear career plan and I understand the place of my educational goals within my career plans. 
	[image: image9.wmf]
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	6. I am aware of how my life experiences relate to my career or study plans.
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	7. I am a relatively mature and self-directed student. 
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	8. I enjoy structuring my own learning activities. 
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	9. I can make time in my life for my learning activities.
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	10. I have discussed my plans with those around me and have developed a “learning strategy” for achieving my study goals.
	[image: image19.wmf]
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It’s okay if you have not answered YES to all these questions. Use this activity to become aware of some important issues as you prepare to be a student. If you feel that you could benefit from discussing your study or career plans with someone else, please check the Resources section of this toolkit for some suggestions.

Your learning style as a student
As individuals, we all have ways in which we prefer* to learn. These are called learning styles. Learning styles reflect how we learn by using our senses: 

1) Visual.  If you are a visual learner, you prefer to SEE your learning materials or experience learning more positively when graphics or pictures are presented.

2) Auditory. If you are an auditory learner, you prefer to HEAR what it being taught.

3) Kinesthetic. If you are a kinesthetic learner, you prefer to FEEL or TOUCH learning materials or engage in activities that allow a hands-on approach.

Most of us are a combination of the above types, and most of us are more kinesthetic than visual or auditory.
*We use the word prefer when talking about learning style because we can all learn in other ways, apart from our preferred style.

While these three categories outline one way of thinking about how you prefer to learn, they don’t tell the whole story.  There are many other factors to consider in coming to understand how to help yourself be the best student you can be.

For example, 

· When do you do your best work? In the morning, afternoon, or evening?

· Can you work with noise around you or do you need a very private, quiet place?

· Do your eyes get tired from reading? Do you need to pace yourself because of eye-fatigue?

· Do you need to take frequent breaks from studying or reading or other learning activities?

· Do you “reward” yourself for finishing a task by leaving your study activities and doing something you enjoy?

· Do you use exercise as an energizer?  As a relief?  

· Do you like to have a family member or a friend around when you are studying? To ask you questions? To share information with?

These kinds of things are all factors that contribute to your understanding of what YOU need in order to learn best.

Activity 2. Your personal learning environment.

Building on the questions above, write down answers to these questions:

1. In order to learn best, I need to be ________________________ (name physical location).
2. In order to learn best, I need to feel _______________________(identify emotional state).

3. I do my best work in the ____________________ (name time or part of day).

4. It is impossible for me learn when I ____________________________ (identify condition).

5. I can concentrate fully for about ______________________ (determine amount of time).

6. When I take a break from studying, I like to ______________________ (identify activity).

7. When I need to talk about my learning, I like to talk to _____________________(name people who you can talk to).

8. When I need support or motivation, I can count on _________________________ (who?).

9. When I need to motivate myself, I think about _______________________ (what? Goal, person, activity?).

Activity 3. Try a learning style inventory.

In order to further explore issues of learning style, visit one or more of these sites.  Some of them offer learning inventory activities that you can do to help identify the kind of learner you are. Remember that the results of these inventories are interpretations and indications of your learning style, but that you are not necessarily defined or bound by them. 

http://www.ldpride.net/learningstyles.MI.htm
http://www.personal.psu.edu/bxb11/LSI/LSI.htm
http://www.berghuis.co.nz/abiator/lsi/lsiframe.html
http://www.vark-learn.com/english/page.asp?p=questionnaire
Looking further at yourself as a student and your learning community

We don’t learn in isolation. Or at least, we shouldn’t.  This section of the toolkit explains how and why we should learn in community, or together, with others. To understand this, we have to talk briefly about theory.

A theory is an organized way of explaining something, and one theory of learning is called social learning theory. Social learning theory explains that we learn in relationship to others.  This theory is tied into a way of understanding knowledge that explains how you as an individual learner see the world in your own unique way.  We call this action “making sense” of the world. We all do this. Our ways of making sense of our world are based on our past experiences, our culture, our set of beliefs and values, our present surroundings, and who we are individually.

Some learning takes place within organized groups and some learning is designed to take place outside of a group – on our own.  When you participate or interact with a group, you are still able to, and expected to, bring your own thoughts and feelings to the group.  On the other hand, when you are learning on your own, the ideas that you may have gathered from others or from a certain group are still with you and can help guide or form the thoughts you are developing about an issue or a topic.  There is a constant interplay of thoughts and ideas between you and your environment. This exchange is normal and useful. 

In these last few years, people learning together – or engaging in activities together as a community – has become more possible with the use of “social media” or social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter. Both these sites have experienced tremendous popularity as their users share news of their lives and their everyday activities. Most learning organizations or institutions now maintain social networking sites.

If you find that you are feeling isolated and disconnected as a student, it is a good idea to seek out connection with those who can support you or help you.  You may find those connections within your family or your community or perhaps in social networking activity.
Activity 4. The Cultural Star. 1
In order to establish your connection with those who can support or help you, you must first fully understand who YOU are and what factors and conditions have led to your unique identity. Following that, you can establish or identify the groups that you are associated with or connected to. 

Some of the factors that contribute to the formation of you as a unique individual are gender, family background, age, life experiences, ethnicity, languages, geographical location, birth order, education, hobbies, nationality, religious or spiritual affiliation, etc.  An example of a Cultural Star is shown below. Using the template provided in Appendix A, fill in your own star. Fill in as much as you can.  Add as many “star points” as necessary.
1From Halliday, Hyde & Kullman, as noted in Resources and References.
Activity 4: Example of a Cultural Star






How to use the Star’s information.  

You can use the Cultural Star activity in two ways – for yourself, privately; or to compare with others in your learning group, mentoring circle, or other type of study group.

By yourself. Ask yourself these questions about the items you have marked on the Star:

· How has each aspect of my life affected me?

· Which aspects of my life are most relevant to me now?

· Which aspects of my life will I let direct my future?

· Which aspects of my life are positive and supportive of my learning?

· Which aspects of my life should I change?

With others or in a group.  Use the Star’s information to talk to others about these topics:

· What do we have in common?

· What cultural experiences do we share?

· Which items do we feel contribute most to our sense of identity?

· How can we benefit from our collective strengths as a group?

· How can we help each other learn?

Finding your way in the Toolkit: Where are you now?

You have just finished the section about learning, where you thought about yourself as a student, your learning style, what and who can help you learn, and a little about learning itself. This was the longest section in the Toolkit. Move on now to the next and final section, “Succeeding at being a student.” 

Succeeding at being a Student
So far, in this Toolkit, you have been given the opportunity to think about yourself as a student and as a member of a learning community, or group, and you have also been presented with some information about the act of learning. Now, it’s time for you to determine what type of a student you will be and how you will be your own best student.  It’s time to do an inventory of your skills to find out what kind of help you may need in order to be a successful student.  Or, perhaps you may identify skills that enable you to help others.
Activity 5: Self-inventory

What are you good at? What needs work? Where are you in your plan for learning? Consider the following items:

	1. I enjoy/am good at writing with pen/pencil and paper.
	Yes

[image: image21.wmf]
	No

[image: image22.wmf]

	2. I enjoy/am good at working on the computer.
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	3. I have a computer with an Internet connection.
	[image: image25.wmf]
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	4. I can access a computer with an Internet connection
	[image: image27.wmf]
	[image: image28.wmf]

	5. I have a mobile phone/Smartphone where I can download files.
	[image: image29.wmf]
	[image: image30.wmf]

	6. I have a quiet place to learn and study at home.
	[image: image31.wmf]
	[image: image32.wmf]

	7. I don’t need a quiet place to learn.
	[image: image33.wmf]
	[image: image34.wmf]

	8. I can access a quiet/suitable place to learn elsewhere.
	[image: image35.wmf]
	[image: image36.wmf]

	9. I have enough money to allow me to study and learn.
	[image: image37.wmf]
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	10. I know how to access funds to assist me in my learning.
	[image: image39.wmf]
	[image: image40.wmf]

	11. My family/friends understand my plans and my need to learn.
	[image: image41.wmf]
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	12. I know where to get information about my learning needs.
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	13. I know where to get support for my learning plans.
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	14. I know who to talk to about my learning.
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	15. I have talked about my plans for learning with those around me.
	[image: image49.wmf]
	[image: image50.wmf]

	16. Others have talked to me about their/my plans for learning.
	[image: image51.wmf]
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Now, what to do next, with the information above?
Questions 1 to 7 above, address the creation of your own learning space.  You must be aware of what it takes to help you learn. We all respond to space issues in different ways. If you need a quiet space where you can work uninterrupted and you don’t have one, then it is important to your success to find one. A friend’s home, a community space, a library....seek out what you need.

Similarly, if you need a computer for your studies and you are not comfortable using one, you must think about how to fix that condition. Can someone show you how to use the basic programs? Can you teach yourself using a self-help program? Does your community offer a basic computing course? There should be resource people in your community to at least help you with these questions.

Questions 8 and 9 involve money. Lack of money for education is one of the top reasons why learners are not able to complete their education. Visit http://au-lcp.sa-partner.com/resources/alberta-learning-information-services-alis for more information.
Questions 10 to 15 are concerned with your learning system and your ability to discuss your learning with others who can support you and connect with you as you learn.
We have mentioned earlier that you do not learn in isolation.  The support of and connection to other learners is important to your success, as is family support and connection. Obviously, it is essential also to have your basic needs – food, shelter, safety – met as well.
If you are aware, or if you have become aware through these activities, that your learning connections are not as developed as they should be, then you will be contributing to your own health and success as a learner by seeking appropriate assistance.

Looking for help as a student
This Toolkit has tried to help you identify yourself as a student. It has tried to help you identify what kinds of support might be useful to you as a returning student or an adult student. The Resources section that follows suggests some related places/items that might be useful to you but is by no means a complete or exhaustive list. Within your community, additional information and/or resources might be available at the public library, at government offices, at a community learning centre, or...
There’s an easy tool that you can use to help yourself understand your own habits, abilities, and preferences as a learner. It’s called a Learning Journal, and we will label it Activity 6. It is the last suggested activity in this Toolkit.

Activity 6: The Learning Journal

A learning journal provides you with an informal and inexpensive way to keep track of the thoughts and activities that you experience as a student. You simply write them down. It is a reflective tool, not just a diary or a log, so it’s important that you ask yourself questions and try to address them in the learning journal.  You can start the journal with your response to some of the activities in this Toolkit, for example, Activities 2, 3, 4, and 5.  If you were to write about Activity 2, your personal learning environment, you would think about what you had learned from doing the activity.  “How is it that I can learn best?” you might ask yourself. And then you would write down your thoughts about that. In this way, you are both exploring the way you think and feel as well as creating a record of it.  When you look back on the sequence of your writing, over time, you should be able to see changes, growth, or progression of some sort in your written thoughts. 

A learning journal is also a good place to write about things that happen to you that affect your daily life or your learning; about connections or realizations, “aha” moments, that you have that affect what you are thinking or doing, or simply about the way that you feel about what you are doing at any given moment. 

Your journal can be kept in a paper notebook or in a binder. You can also set it up as a blog online (www.blogger.com) or even as a word document. Journals are generally regarded as private, as your own reflective space, although many courses in education, especially adult education-oriented courses, will ask students to keep a learning journal as part of their assignment load.

Further information about learning journal can be found at these sites:

http://conted.ucalgary.ca/emergingleaders/journal_summary.pdf
http://www.infed.org/research/keeping_a_journal.htm
http://www.audiencedialogue.net/journal.html
Helpful Tips on How to Be the Best Student You Can Be

You can be a partner in your own learning. Here are some tips to help you participate actively in your learning plan.

1. Ask questions. Make sure you understand the big picture. Make sure you are getting all the information you need.

2. Seek out those who can help you understand better. Don’t feel as though you have to do this alone.

3. Enlist your friends, family, community members or elders as learning-supporters. Keep them informed on your progress and your achievements. Celebrate!

4. Attend to your basic needs – security, food, warmth, rest.  You can’t learn if your “system” is not functioning well.

5. Set a routine for yourself that permits you enough time to learn. Don’t try to squeeze it between the activities of the rest of your life.

6. Distance learning, even self-paced online learning, takes organization and time. Establish a regular time to engage with your learning or the computer.

7. Accept that you will have good days and bad days as a student. All learning is not equal!  Some parts of it will be easier for you and some parts harder. You do not have to excel at everything! At some points, allow yourself to just get by.

8. (Following on #7 above):  Just hang on once you’ve started.  Realize that there will be low points and bad days. Stay with it. Seek the help you need. The “system” wants you to succeed.

9. Realize that you are doing something different and something important for yourself. Give yourself space to explore.  Give yourself permission to ask questions and be unsure.

10.  Start a learning journal, as described in Activity 6. Try to be regular with it. Be honest in it. It’s only for you.


Resources and References
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The Cultural Star


Not a city person





Cree First Nations





Catholic
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