NEW CONCEPTS OF LEARNING – TINKER OR TRANSFORM?
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1. What's new in learning – The challenge?

Wherever we go, and with whom ever we talk in these difficult days, adaptability, and agility, change, even transformation are under discussion. Do we need new models, new ways to satisfy the needs of society in general, and more importantly, society’s lifeblood - the engine of our economy, - industry and its skilled workforce as a sector, and its members individually? 
In this dynamic economic period, do globalisation and competitiveness, and much shortened time-to-market opportunities demand new concepts? Do we need change if we are to have success, continued employment, and eventual stability and sustainability?  What about a value proposition? Do we benchmark and evaluate learning outcomes as a measure of value to customer and the investor? 
What are we doing about it? Are we sitting back, and hoping that tinkering with “tried and true” traditional, and perhaps no longer completely relevant attitudes and systems will get us out of it. 
This challenging subject will be discussed at Flight 100 – our 2009 Workforce Strategy and careers Forum on 29 and 30 April at the NSCC Aviation Institute. A Blue Ribbon panel consisting of Dr. Colin Dodds, President of Saint Mary’s University, Mr Ray Ivany, President of Acadia University, and Dr Joan McArthur-Blair will look at new things being done now, and look to the future. They will do so within the context of the needs of a changing society, economy, and companies and individuals who are or wish to be contributing and challenged members of our workforce. They will also look at new approaches which can be achieved through new ideas, new tools and new technologies, and innovative learning strategies.
2. What's new in learning – Time for change?

Surely it is time for a transformation in the intellectual and attitudinal boundaries we have drawn about our skills and learning processes?

When considering learning and employability, competency and credentials are no longer as separated as they once were. Competency based learning and assessment has an important place in our learning systems and workplaces, but it won’t replace all forms of non-competency based learning and assessment - such as creativity, leadership skills and other soft skills attitudinal elements. It will however frequently ensure a more meaningful member of a workforce working in a business or industry which is bounded by the actual skills and tasks required to effect success.

3. What's new in learning – Education and training – Is there any real difference any more?

The dividing line between education and training has all but disappeared. It always was a debatable division. Increasingly is this so today as learning in relation to work both for individuals and employers has become one of lifelong learning for most intermediate and advanced skills careers. A wag said that today we need to be more concerned with "learning" a living then "earning" a living

Do you remember hearing about "seamless" education and learning? This is where the vertical and horizontal boundaries in the learning architecture and hierarchy are less and less defined by hard lines which separate them and more and more by the fuzzy continuity which connect them, and a collaborative sharing and progressive advancement across disciplinary needs where credentialing is less important than the acquisition of competencies. 

Importantly, we are beginning to see learning being less bounded by time frames, and face-to-face instruction within the confines of a magnificent building, Instead, more and more just-in-time, or anywhere-any-time learning using rapidly evolving technology which allows conferencing, synchronous and asynchronous learning strategies, all wrapped up in what can be in some cases, effective co-op learning & social networking. 

Implicit in all this is the appropriateness of modularity in learning - acquiring the individual and discrete skills and competencies you need, or your employer needs you to have, for a particular operation or manufacturing process, or performance of some significant task or responsibility, without having to sit in a learning environment for two years or so to undergo a full course, not all of which is appropriate to your current needs. Some call it "portfolio learning", - being able to collect a basket of what you need now from a shelf full of learning objects not all of which are relevant to an individual at any given moment And as you advance along or up a career path, or your company’s needs change, add to your basket..

4. What's new in learning – Bang for the buck?

The value proposition. Think for a moment in business planning and outcome terms in the context of learning iunstitutions, be they secondary schools, colleges, or universities. What does each contribute to society as a major component of the lifeblood of the economy?
As an investor (taxpayer - business or private) or fee paying student or parent, what is the ROI? In terms of the institution and the individual instructor, how much do we get back from the salary he/she is paid for imparting knowledge wisdom and skills – call it teaching?  
Segment out the research he or she does, also often paid in part by his/her salary and supplemented by research grants – which are paid by whom?  Certainly focused research based on an identified need is measurable within a value proposition. Pure research (i.e research for its own sake without an identified reason for doing it) has a place, its value assessed against the overall needs of society and the engine which is its lifeblood. Research for its own sake perhaps requires better justification in terms of who pays and who benefits especialy in the recessionary times of today. The ROI for imparting skills and competencies is more readily measured and therefore justified in the public and taxpayer’s eyes. So how much do we get back for a teacher’s or professor’s contribution as a function of our (taxpayers) investment in him/her?. 
5. What's new in learning – Employability skills?

Gather all these thoughts together, and include the increasing importance of "employability skills" sometimes thought of as "soft skills "  This is where we can see that to meet the needs of the economy, and career path ambitions of individuals over the course of a career, starting at the very beginning they require transportable people skills.  Don’t they need these skills as much as they need to have a suite of competencies and in some cases credentials to ensure that they can play a part in the economy, and that prosperity based on a workforce can evolve?
6. Is it time for Transformation?
Isn't it time that we went back to first principles, decided what the economy requires of people, and what people require in order to have satisfying and useful careers over a long period of time? Are we not looking for a "hybrid" or blended approach? To achieve this, we must then look at our intellectual and physical infrastructure and look at new concepts in learning and adapting them to meet our needs. It is inconceivable that any commercial enterprise would expect to operate its physical and human infrastructure profitably at less than capacity. Surely that must be true of the infrastructure of every sort that ensures a satisfied workforce in a productive economy?
Let's transform ourselves and our human infrastructure, to serve us, our businesses and communities to better reflect that prosperity we all seek

Note: This paper prepared by Hal Davies in consultation with Michael Bloom of the Conference Board, and Terry Grier former President of Ryerson University. 
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