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Introduction

What would you do if you needed to learn something?

This should be the core question of education. Every stakeholder in public education, students, parents, teachers, doctoral thesis advisors, business leaders, and politicians should ask themselves this one question anytime a discussion on educational reform begins. It is a simple question, but one with the potential to overhaul the entire educational component of society. Here is why.

Imagine for a moment that you want to learn where all 196 countries (generously defined) are on a map. Would you


	Try to learn the whereabouts of these countries while simultaneously trying to learn from four to six other topics over the course of a day, all while being physically constrained in a room with dozens of other students and kept on a schedule of movement that is stricter than what prisoners endure? (High school model)


	Pay several hundred dollars, or more, and travel to a college campus where the content will be delivered to you via a series of lectures but only at specific times? (The collegiate model)


	Go to the library and check out an atlas, and sit and study it? (Old school autodidact’s model)


	Download “World Map Quiz” to your phone and play it at the three different levels of difficulty? (Modern self-taught model)




Most people would choose option “D” because this is the cheapest and most accessible option in terms of time and cost. World Map Quiz can be downloaded for free on a cell phone and played during any moment of downtime throughout the day. If one assumes that most people purchase a cell phone for purposes other than specifically playing World Map Quiz, then the cost of the app is negligible. An additional bonus is that world maps are immediately accessible on Google Images and one can find news and information, the kind that helps create neuronal connections between a historical narrative and a place (once you find out that Argentina is named after silver, Ag, on the periodic table, you will no longer have trouble finding it on a map) in the human brain.

While Option C is also cheap and potentially effective, atlases can be large and cumbersome, and books have a tendency to remain unopened as busy people wait for mythical free time. Virtually no one, of their own volition, would choose to learn with options A or B unless coerced to do so by a program that required the completion of a course for the purpose of gaining a credential. The credentials are, inexplicably, based not upon actual demonstration of one’s mastery of geography, but based upon whether or not a student actually spent enough hours in a class where mastery of geography was taught.

The great irony in scenario A is that a teacher who wanted her students to master geography by playing World Map Quiz would be precluded from doing so by the entire educational structure around her. A geography teacher can’t say “download this app and play the game until you know where the countries are” to students for the same reason that an English teacher cannot say “spend a lot of time reading books you enjoy,” to students: it is too obvious and easy, and the process cannot be easily entered into a grade book or made to fit with a seat-time model. Parents would demand to know what “grade” their children have; administrators would want to see detailed lesson plans and evidence that the teacher is working.

Someone should try this experiment: Divide 20 students in half. Put 10 of them in a high school or college geography course for one semester and put the other 10 in a separate room where they will play World Map Quiz for the same amount of time. Who do you think will have a greater mastery of geography at the end?

Keep asking my simple question of “what would you do if you needed to learn something?” and the entire absurdity of the educational structure becomes apparent. What if you wanted to learn about the life and works of Jane Austen? You could start by going to the library and getting her books for free. If you found the novels hard to follow, a Google search will take you to any number of sites with plot summaries and commentary. If you wanted a deeper “collegiate” experience, for about 15 or 20 dollars a month subscribe to Wondrium (formerly The Great Courses) and listen to Dr. Devoney Looser, an Austen expert, lecture about the work and life of Austen (as well as gaining access to thousands of hours of other high-level content).

In such a self-directed program, you could both enjoy the reading of Austen while gaining a deeper knowledge of the scholarship around her life and work. You can read as much or as little of Austen’s writing as you like, and extend your knowledge as far as your interest goes. Even better, you can listen to or watch Dr. Looser’s lectures while you exercise or do the dishes; you can pause your study if something else interests you or if your work or life schedule interrupts.

However, if you want a credential for learning about Jane Austen, none of this will be true. You will be required to read the books on a specific timeline regardless of how much interest you have; the scholarly content will be delivered to you only through a live lecture, in the same way it was delivered in the medieval university system, and you will be graded only on the amount of learning you were able to absorb within a specific time frame. A 20-year-old who leaves a course with a middling knowledge of Jane Austen will forever be a “C” student in the topic, regardless of whether he decides to pick up the subject again at a later time and then becomes a master of the content.

And for this less effective and less malleable educational option, a student will be charged up to one hundred times more in price.

Keep asking yourself this fundamental question of “what would I do if I needed to learn something?” and you will find the boundaries of self-education. While you can learn a master’s degree worth of mathematics with nothing but a workbook and YouTube, there will come a point at the highest levels of thought when a mathematician will need a small number of experts to guide her study and review her work.

A would-be brain surgeon can gain a basic understanding of human anatomy and a thorough understanding of neuroscience from books and free sources (any one of us can watch the lectures and read the papers of the best professors for nothing) but the actual practice of neurosurgery clearly needs the guidance of experts and a hands-on practicum. Our essential question, then, will leave graduate school programs intact.

However, the more you ask yourself “what would I do if I needed to learn something?” the more you will see how many aspects of education are expensive and unnecessary. There will never be a time when you will need a principal or assistant principal. You will not need an athletic director and, nowhere in your autodidactic experience will you find yourself unable to proceed in the study of art history or the learning of Newton’s Second Law unless you are surrounded by young people doing impressive things with inflatable balls. You can learn content in any subject without once needing to go to prom.

During the great pandemic shutdown of 2020, parents found out a lot of things about their schools. The physical building of the elementary school is almost indispensable. Parents need to work and kids need to be in a safe place during the day; but students learning over Zoom or other platforms found that they could get that kind of education more effectively on free or very cheap online platforms. Why did “Zoom University” cost so much, when the same information was available for nothing elsewhere? A student who found her tenured professors at Random-State University uninspiring could listen to her psychology professor over Zoom, or spend the same time watching Stanford’s Robert Sapolsky on YouTube, so why is the better content free?

Many parents, nationwide, had the experience of finding from an online gradebook that their child was doing poorly in a class, only to watch the grade rise when the child turned in a few missing assignments. What did the rise in the grade reflect? What skill was mastered that justifies the corresponding rise in the grade? The educational system is only tangentially connected to the teaching of content and skills. When the pandemic forced the educational structure to be solely focused on content-based curriculum, the results were unimpressive.

Before beginning with the first chapter, a few biographical facts about my own educational experience and professional life are relevant here. Much of my interest in mastery-learning models comes from an experience late in my life as a college student















	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

















OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SELF-TAUGHT

Moving from a ime Model to a

Ma Learning Model

CHRIS EDWARDS






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





