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Background:

Several years ago, the APS executive committee reviewed priorities in psychology and decided that applying the science of learning was among the most important challenges we face. Research psychologists and educators have accumulated a wealth of knowledge about learning, remembering, and using information, but we have not brought that information together in a way that is easy to use in the real-world contexts where people learn. More distressingly, we were not using our own research findings in our teaching and learning. We held our first conference in March 2001. A report of that conference along with related learning materials can be found at http://psyc.memphis.edu/learning/ and the findings were disseminated in a variety of outlets including a frequently cited article in Change Magazine and a special issue of New Directions in Teaching and Learning.

We realize that much more must be done to bring new knowledge of how people learn to teachers and learners. For example, virtually every university now offers multiple on-line courses, yet instructors and technology support staff typically have no knowledge of the vast literature on how to promote learning. Many of the on-line and other technology-assisted courses look like textbooks on a computer screen, and they fail to take advantage of the many ways technology can promote learning that is deep and durable. There is little consideration of the learners’ background knowledge, motivation and attention spans, nor of the context in which learning will occur. 

The aging workforce in the United States has special learning needs and opportunities, most of which are being missed. Many aging baby boomers are planning to stay employed after the traditional age ofr retirement, some because they want to stay connected to their work for cognitive or social reasons and others because they cannot afford to retire in their mid to late 60s given that the expected life span is older than ever before. We do not have a comparably educated cohort that can replace the large numbers of well-educated and highly-trained baby boomers at work, so it is in our economic best interest as a country to help older workers stay employed. 

There are different but no less critical learning needs for those entering the workforce. Every major study of secondary and postsecondary education has concluded that few students are obtaining the skills needed for a successful transition from education to employment (from high school to college or work, and from college to graduate/professional school or to work). Every generation needs more education than the one that came before because the world is becoming increasingly technical and complex. Rapid changes in the nature of work has increased the need for workers who know how to learn and think about new types of information. The heightened demand for workers who can think means that we need to change how we educate. Production workers are being replaced with knowledge workers. The United States no longer has the world’s highest college graduation rate; the United States is fifth (after Great Britain, Finland, the Netherlands, and New Zealand; National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education; Losing Ground): High school drop out rates are over 50% in large urban areas such as Los Angeles Unified School District (The Civil Rights project, Harvard University, 2005). In a survey of over 10,000 recent high school graduates, they responded that their high school experience did not teach them essential skills, over 1/3 rated their preparation to think critically as fair to poor (National Governor’s Association, 2005). Pass rates for the recently enacted high school exit examination in California support these students’ beliefs—too many are not learning essential work place skills.

In our roles as research psychologists and educators, members of the APS Lifelong Learning at Work and at Home taskforce have made great gains in understanding how to promote learning that is deep and durable. Even a quick overview of the work being done by the members of the taskforce shows the range of important issues that are being studied. Topics include learning spatial information, learning from texts, learning in teams, thinking critically, using simulations and gaming, making decisions under time pressures, and using tools that help older learners. Among our members, we have expertise in almost every topic in the learning sciences, which includes designing multimedia learning materials, enhancing long term retention and transfer, gaming, collaborating, creating devices that act as memory aids, cognitive aging, critical thinking, automated agents, and individual differences. We even have experts in expertise. 

What We Do:


We are putting together an easy-to-use site where people can turn for information that can help them learn about learning. For example, we are working on a list of principles concerning “What We Know about Learning.” This list will consist of a simple statement describing each principle, two or three references to the research literature, and an example of its application. Some examples include spaced learning, using multiple contexts to teach for transfer, active responding and practice at recall, and use of multiple representation formats. We plan to use these principles to teach them. 


Our taskforce includes faculty in departments of psychology, education, and computer science, directors of learning programs for the military and in private industry, producers of learning “games,” editors who work in publishing, and self-employed individuals who consult with a variety of paying clients.  We will bring all of these diverse perspectives to the same “table,” so we can enhance learning outcomes across the life span and make what we each know accessible to broader applied audiences. We need to make our mission a national priority because the Unites States can only remain competitive and cooperative by enhancing our collective ability to think, learn, and create. 

We are interested in the learning that adults do in their everyday real lives. Here are some the questions we are working on:

•    How do learners know when they need to learn something? 

•    Do employees’ beliefs about what they need to know match their employers’ beliefs 


about what they need to know? 

•    Where does learning happen? 

•    Where can learners get the best or most recent knowledge (on any topic)? 

•    How do learners decide about the utility of their own learning? 

•    How do learners determine if they know something “well enough?” 

•    When is feedback on content useful?

•    When does feedback on level of performance help learning and motivation?

•    How can we optimize transfer of learning and long-term retention? 

•    What cognitive tasks scale up to real-world activities?

•    What roles do obstacles, impasses, deadlines, and stress play in life-long learning?

•    How do transitions in technology, generations, and culture influence priorities on 


needed cognitive skills and faculties? 

•    To what extent is learning self-regulated versus directed from social pressures and
incentives?

•    How does learning and performing in a group differ from learning and performing 


alone?

•    Do we need to alter our general principles of thinking and learning to account for age-


related changes in cognition?

What We Need:

We need support in conducting and disseminating our research. We also need help in raising the national consciousness on the importance of these questions and in informing the general public about better ways to learn. We need a central place to exchange ideas and answers across contexts and academic and business specializations. 
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