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Abstract
The fact that adults are self-directed learners (Knowles 1990) is not new, however, research investigating whether self-perception may impact upon the learner when faced with new learning opportunities, is less evident. The data from this research suggests that self-perception may, in fact, be a significant factor for adult learner self-directedness and in a continuation from the author’s previous research which revealed a relationship between self-perception and a learner initiating (seeking out and valuing) new learning opportunities (Kling 2004), this research investigated the following questions;  (1) do adult learners store learning experiences in a ‘living text book’ as stated by Knowles (1990, p. 29) with perceptions of themself (as a learner) being formed, stored, and/or altered with each new learning experience, building a composite self-perception?; (2) does self-perception impact upon adults seeking new learning opportunities? and; (3) is there a relationship between the perception of self (as a learner) and the successful engagement and outcomes from new learning opportunities? Using purposive and snowball sampling methods; a total of thirty one adults have participated in this study so far. Twenty four adults completed written survey questionnaires including ranked and short answer questions. A further seven adults participated in semi-structured interviews which were taped and transcribed verbatim. Prevalent discourses emerging from the analyses indicate adults may instinctively build a schemata of experiences and reflect upon these prior to embarking on new learning opportunities. Using descriptive statistics and an inductive analyses; self-perception, expectations, and previous learning experiences were compared for all participants. The final analysis will seek to elucidate the relationships between self-directed learning and self-perception using a triangulation of analysis from further semi-structured interviews and observations with adults in learning environments.  Although a research in progress, the results obtained thus far, indicate that adult learners, as we know them, may be changing.
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Introduction

This research explores self-perceptions of adults as learners; the relationships between adults seeking learning opportunities and the influence of self-perception upon self-directed learning and engagement within new learning environments.  We know that adults will consistently seek out educational opportunities which suit their background, experience and knowledge (Merriam and Brockett, 1997) and adults often learn incidentally (Billett 2001).Where the adult deliberately seeks opportunities for learning, this is considered self-directed learning (Knowles 1990, Caffarella 1994, Burns 1995).  Self-directed learning is well researched and documented in the literature, yet factors affecting self-perception (and self-directed learning) are less evident. This paper investigates self-perception and whether it may influence adults when faced with new learning opportunities. Several important links related to self-directed learning and self-perception are reported herein.  One important aspect reported, is the level of worry many adults feel prior to entering new learning opportunities, particularly if they believe, for training or education to be of benefit, it must be structured and formal (and therefore more difficult).  Other data investigated the links or relationships between how a person feels when required to learn new information and how they rank this as a challenge (in relation to their level of worry). Several other links between self-perception and learning were examined and reported herein. This report is limited by it being a small part of a larger research undertaken by the researcher and by availability of participants and the researcher. 
Today’s adult learner and self-perception
Knowles (1990, p. 29) stated ‘the resource of highest value in adult education is the ‘learner’s experience’ which suggests the information gathered about adult learners may need to be re-sampled in order to find current views of the learner today. In research literature, we have a great deal of information about adult learners in general; about learning within the workplace and adult learning styles and motivation, but less information about adult learners in the current education climate, and within the past five to ten years. As Knowles (1990) suggests, one of the best resources, in this quest for current information, will be the learner themselves. 
So what does the adult learner today look like? In 2003, Boud and Solomon investigated learners and learning at work, and whether ‘naming oneself as a learner’ may imply less competence in the completion of their work. Boud and Solomon asked the question ‘if we understand something we do as learning, do we understand and identify ourselves as learners?’ (Boud and Solomon 2003, p. 237).  Bauer, Festner, Gruber, Harteis and Heid (2004) considered another aspect of the adult learner within the workplace setting; asking whether ‘epistemological beliefs are relevant for workplace learning’ (p. 1) and whether these beliefs are ‘likely to influence’ the seeking of opportunities for workplace learning.  Bauer et al (2004, p. 3) also stated that ‘evidence exists that [adults] conceptualize (sic) their learning according to their epistemological beliefs’, yet they concluded that ‘no significant interrelations were found between epistemological beliefs and the appraisal of the workplace as supportive for learning’ (p. 7). Finally Bauer et al (2004) suggested that it might be interesting to continue research examining whether ‘people with certain beliefs are likely to reach higher position in an enterprise’ or vice versa.  This research suggests that in investigating the links between self-perception of oneself as a learner (epistemological beliefs) and learning in the workplace, we may provide answers to those questions asked by Bauer et al.  This also evokes further questions; does self-perception influence conceptual [epistemological] beliefs of learning?; and is there a model of self-perception best suited to successful learning? The answers to these questions form part of this current research and are implicit in both the survey and interviews questions with participants. 
Interestingly, according to Knowles (1990, p. 30) adult learners ‘become aware of significant experiences’ which then leads them to evaluate those events in the context of their own personalities, and Ryckmann (1993, p.106), also suggests the ‘self-concept is the organized (sic) set of characteristics that the individual perceives as peculiar to himself/herself’, and that the need for ‘positive regard’ from others and oneself leads the person behaving in a way which will be consistent the person’s self-concept. Other researchers talk about the threat to the individual and that the person will learn better if the perceived threat (in the learning environment) is low. It is clear, then, that knowledge about adults’ self-perceptions and how they see themselves in learning environments may be crucial in ensuring the successful transfer of knowledge and skills.  Illeris (2003, p. 167) considered self-perception when he asked the following, ‘what are the personal prerequisites for the intended learning/competence to take place (motivation and perspectives)?’.  He also stated that ‘if something occurs that the individual experiences as a defeat, humiliation or other negative experience…very quickly a thick wall of defence can be mobilised’ (p. 174). 
Motivation is often described in context with self-efficacy and self-worth and considered a strong predictor for seeking out learning opportunities. According to Velez (2006) motivation is ‘a powerful tool….however [it] fails to address the underlying need to increase self-worth’ (p. 15). Velez continues that self-worth is a ‘fundamental concept which precedes the act of motivation’ and he concludes strongly with ‘you cannot effectively motivate students extrinsically who lack intrinsic belief in themselves’ (p. 15). Therefore, is it possible to alter the self-perceptions of adults with negative self-images (as learners) and, in doing so, increase their motivation to learn?   Klein, Cosmides, Murray and Tooby (2004) found (with people who had suffered a complete loss of past memories) that the person’s current ‘personality knowledge’ was reflected in ‘behavioural episodes that were unfolding in the present’ (p. 370) implying perception can be built from current memories as well as from the past.  It may be, therefore, that self-perception, although developed over many years, may not necessarily remain static.  Velez (2006) suggests that self-worth (akin to self-perception?) is ‘not a quality given, it is attitude cultivated’ and also ‘the establishment of self-worth begins the moment [the educator] initiates interaction with the student [learner]’ (p. 15). It would seem important, therefore, for all adult educators to consider that self-perception may be fluid rather than static and that we, as educators, may have an influence upon the adult’s self-perception as a learner.  As Illeris (2003, p. 174) stated, ‘adult education can lead to extensive, enriching development for the individual if they come with a positive motivation’. Therefore, having an awareness of how best we can ensure a safe learning environment, how we can promote effective learning and how we can enhance self-worth will be invaluable for adult educators training within Australian workplaces now and in the future.  
The participants

Twenty four adults responded to 19 written survey questions with 14 questions requiring a ranking and 5 questions requiring short answer responses.  Participants were chosen from adults accessing training program run by the researcher at her place of business (Queensland based Registered Training Organisation – RTO). This RTO offers the non-industry specific (cross industry) and mandatory training for people wanting to become trainers within the VET sector (Vocational Educational Training).  As access to the course is initiated by the adult, with no interaction from the researcher, the sample is considered random (other than the fact that the participants have all elected to do the same course).  Predominantly, participants were from Queensland (Brisbane) but many people attend the course from other Australian states.  Participant’s addresses were not recorded. The analysis of the data shows links between the learning history of participants and their current self-perceptions as learners. Other survey results, however, indicated participant’s self-perceptions had changed over time and become (more) positive, although several learners still iterated levels of anxiousness when entering new learning environments. 
Utilising the above purposive and snowball sampling methods, seven other adults were interviewed using a semi-structured interview process. These interviews were recorded and transcribed (verbatim) with participants confirming the transcript prior to analysis. The analyses of all the data obtained, thus far, indicates links between self-perception and the learner initiating, enjoying and succeeding in learning may exist. 

The survey results - quantitative
Sample
The analyses herein are a snap-shot of the final survey which is intended to include a larger sample size to allow for further rigorous quantitative analyses. As an example of results expected, a total of twenty four (24) participants are reported here and include twelve (12) females and twelve (12) males participated in the written survey (the equality of gender merely coincidental). Of the twenty four adults; three had completed their final year of schooling achieving a Higher School Certificate (HSC),  three had completed a Certificate III, one had completed a Certificate IV, four had completed a Diploma, six had achieved an undergraduate Degree, six had obtained post-graduate qualifications and one had obtained another qualification (such as a license or non-accredited program). The average participant age was 37 years. The employment roles held by each participant were not distinguished, other than to identify only three fields; business, trade or other.  Further defining factors were; number of years worked from, at least 5, 5 - 10, and over 10 years and, occupational type; part-time or full-time. All participants sampled so far, reported working full time. 
A detailed list of survey participants can be found attached in Appendix A, Table 1.  The identity of participants is protected and only indicated in the data analysis using their ID number. 
The survey results - qualitative

Sample
Participants taking part in semi-structured interviews were chosen from people attending training through the author’s RTO. Course attendees, (over approximately a six month time period) and were asked if they would like to participate in the study. Seven adults, to-date, have participated in the semi-structured interviews. All interviews were taped after obtaining written permission from the participants.  Interview responses were transcribed (verbatim) and checked for accuracy with participants. Some sections of the recorded interviews were indecipherable and were marked as such within the transcribed text. It is considered that these indecipherable sections, being only a few words, have little impact upon the outcomes or analyses of the interviews.  Only a few examples of the data obtained in the semi-structured interviews is reported in this paper, as the collection of interview data is ongoing and expected will form the bulk of the final analysis as the author’s final thesis. 
Analysis
Method
Using an open-source software entitled EZTEXT (available free for download and customisation) several comparative analyses were performed. Qualitative answers were compared and responses with significantly linked questions related to self-perception noted. Results were compared within groups and are reported using both inductive analysis (from short answer questions) and descriptive statistics from ranked responses (using Microsoft Excel). As a research in progress the final analyses will incorporate a number of other statistical and qualitatively coded reports (not represented here) once final interviews and surveys have been obtained.  The analysis so far seems to indicate several links between self-perception and the learner’s identity as a learner.
Results
Statistics

The comparative charts and questions asked are shown in each Appendix as indicated below. 

Several inferences can be made with the data collected in this (preliminary) report.  These are that adults who perceive they have a high ability to learn also exhibit a high level of self-perception as a learner (Appendix B, Figure 1). With a small sample size, it is expected the correlation is not able to be reported as significant but with mirrored results (as seen in Figure 1) it shows further investigation for these aspects is warranted. There is also a direct correlation evident between adults perceiving new learning opportunities as an enjoyable challenge and those that deliberately seek out new learning opportunities (Appendix C, Figure 2).  Of interest also, is the correlation between enjoyment of challenge (for new learning situations) and deliberately seeking out new learning opportunities. It appears adults who deliberately seek out learning opportunities both enjoy the challenge and are confident in their self-perception as learners. Interestingly, however, there is some alignment with the level of worry and perception of self as a learner. This is depicted in Appendix C, Figure 3. 
Further investigation is required, however, before a definitive correlation for bad school experience compared to enjoyment and/or difficulty as an adult learner. The results (Appendix, Figure 4 & Appendix E, Figure 5) showed a completely split response with almost half of the group mentioning school experiences as bad, stated adult learning being difficult and the other half stated adult learning was enjoyable. This may support the findings of Klein et al (2004) which demonstrated learner’s ability to develop current personality (traits) without the benefit of past memories and which may support adults ignoring past experiences and developing new self-perceptions based on recent experiences.  This correlation needs further investigation and will be explored in further by the author in the final analysis.  The list of questions asked (ranked questions) are noted in Appendix G, Figure 6.
Results
Short answer survey questions
Inductive analyses from seven semi-structured interviews with adult learners (although mentioned) are not reported in this report. Short answer survey questions, however, are reported in partial analysis herein. The resulting coding and themes are somewhat consistent with adult learners (as we know them) but several disparate responses provide insight into the changing face of adult learners. 

The question was asked: ‘Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of learning on-the-job…’ Several of the responses are reported below: 

Participant ID 8:
This participant was female, working in the business field, was under 40-45 years of age, with a Higher School Certificate and over 10 years work experience. She stated:

“learning on-the-job is the easiest form of learning for me but I like to have a manual/ theory for it as well. Practical experience is the better way for me to learn. Generally my colleagues have been understanding in waiting for me to learn” 
This participant ranked her level of worry at 6 from the scale below.  
	Very worried
	 
	 
	 Sometimes
	 
	 
	Not worried at all

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7


Participant ID 11:
This participant was female, working in business, was between 26 and 30 years of age, held a Certificate III in Business and had over ten years work experience. She stated:

“to grasp theoretical concepts, I like a clear explanation or the opportunity to calmly read and understand the information. If it is a practical activity e.g. learning new software program or doing things a different way - I like to know why I am doing things this new way (re: the theory behind it) and then have an opportunity to practice before I go online/deliver the produce in the real world”

This participant ranked her level of worry at 7 from the scale below.  
	Very worried
	 
	 
	 Sometimes
	 
	 
	Not worried at all

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7


Both responses above clearly indicate learners will learn best utilising a variety of visual, kinaesthetic and auditory learning styles incorporated into the program. 
Adult learners also like to see the practicability of new skills in order to apply them, as is demonstrated with the following responses. 
Participant ID 1:
This participant was female, working in business, was between 31 to 35 years of age, held a Masters Degree and had over ten years work experience. She stated:

“most learning has been ad hoc. There has been no written procedures. Generally you follow someone around for the day and then it is your turn. As we work in a lab this is often recorded”
This participant ranked her level of worry at 5 from the scale below.  
	Very worried
	 
	 
	 Sometimes
	 
	 
	Not worried at all

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7


Participant ID 5:
This participant was male, working in business, was between 41 and 45 years of age, held a Diploma qualification and had over ten years work experience.
	Very worried
	 
	 
	 Sometimes
	 
	 
	Not worried at all

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7


“I have found that I have learnt a lot quicker by actually doing as apposed to just being told. I find it a lot easier to retain the information”
Participant ID 20:
The learner represented below who was female, between 56 and 60 years of age, held a Diploma level qualification and worked in business for over 10 years,  responded to the question ‘Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of learning on-the-job…
“learning on-the-job is par for the course in (removed for anonymity). I undertake it regularly for regulatory and personal development reasons - I generally enjoy learning” 

Interestingly, this learner ranked her level of worry on the scale below as 1. 

	Very worried
	 
	 
	 Sometimes
	 
	 
	Not worried at all

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7


Interestingly, this participant also responded to the questions 11, (my learning at school was a bad experience, question 12 (learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very enjoyable) and question 13 (learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult) with 2, 6, & 3 respectively on the scale above (questions from Appendix G, figure 6).

The anomalies with the responses to certain questions, as with Participant ID 20 above, are also evident with Participant ID 12, who responded to the questions 11, (my learning at school was a bad experience), question 12 (learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very enjoyable) and question 13 (learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult) with 2, 7, & 4 respectively on the same scale above (questions from Appendix G, figure 6).  

Participant ID’s 2, 8, 12 and 21 reported the highest responses to the following question; “I will deliberately seek out and attend learning opportunities…” with all four participants responding with a rank of 7 on the scale below. 

	Very worried
	 
	 
	 Sometimes
	 
	 
	Not worried at all

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7


Although these four participants ranked deliberately seeking out learning opportunities at the highest level, several further anomalies are noted with other responses, in particular: Participant ID 2, responded favourably to questions 11, 12, & 13 (as above) reporting ranks of 1, 6, & 2 respectively. Yet participant ID 8 and participant ID 12 reported a rank of 4 (sometimes) to question 13 (learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult) which is similar to that of Participant ID 12.  Participant ID 21 also reported a rank of 2 for question 13.   
Participant ID 16, (female, aged 36-40 with over 10 years work experience and a Diploma qualification) also reported a incongruity of results with her responses to questions 2 (what do you consider is your ability to learn?) which she ranked at 7 on the scale above and her response to question 18 (has your self-perception of yourself as a learner altered over time? If yes, please explain how you believe this occurred?) which she answered; 
“no, I still think I have to work harder than other to learn skills” 

Consistent with the literature on adult learning is the response from participant ID 18 to question 18 (has your self-perception of yourself as a learner altered over time? If yes, please explain how you believe this occurred?);
“definitely. As an adult I have choice over what and how I choose to learn”
And from participant ID 22 who answered question 18 with; 

“Yes - with maturity has brought about more fear and more confidence. A contradiction in terms but usually with a good outcome”
Intriguingly, participant ID 22 answered questions 7 & 8 (I enjoy the challenge of learning new information) and (rate your own perception of yourself as a learner) as the lowest out of all of the participants sampled so far.  

It is clear that self-perception plays an enormous part in the impetus to attempt new learning, in the acquisition of new skills and in the self-directness of an adult learner seeking and valuing learning opportunities. Exactly how self-perception can be measured and verified will be examined in the final analysis of this study. It is hoped this study will bring a new model of adult self-perception in the learning environment which can be placed firmly into the literature on adult learning. With this new model it is hoped adult educators may better understand, and accommodate for, the depth of influence (it appears) self-perception plays in the adult learner they see before them.  
Further research
According to Merriam and Brockett (1997, p.129) the “teaching-learning transaction is at the heart of all adult education practice.”  Suggesting a thorough knowledge of issues related to adult’s past experiences will open the doors for better study options for (more) adults in the future.  Although several anomalies (which bear further investigation) were evident with the snap-shot of this current research, I believe it is fair to state there is a consistency from participants in attributing previous exposure to, and experience with, earning environments impacting upon their existing attitude to learning.   

Conclusion

All interviewee’s reiterated incidences from their past, yet some did not relate these consistently across the questions posed. This suggests a further investigation is warranted to clarify issues whether past or current experiences have the greatest impact upon adult learners’ self-directedness.  Knowles (1990, p.32) stated conventional education does not work with adults and this seems to be reflected in many of the comments received from the participants in this study (some not reiterated here). I believe this report serves to highlight a paucity of information related directly to self-perception and self-directed learning exists within the current literature and supports the application of further research. I also believe this report highlights there is significance between self-perception and the changing adult learner.  
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Appendix A  
Table 1 – Participant Details  (to be placed after the heading “The survey results quantitative”;  p 7 where indicated ‘Appendix A, Table 1’)
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Appendix B

Figure 1 - Ability to Learn v Perception as Learner (to be placed after the heading “Results; Statistics” survey results quantitative;  p 9 where indicated ‘Appendix B, Figure 1’)
Questions:

· Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner
· What do you consider is your ability to learn?
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Appendix C
Figure 2 – Enjoyment of Challenge v Deliberately Seeking Learning Opportunities (to be placed after the heading “Results; Statistics” survey results quantitative;  p 9 where indicated ‘Appendix C, Figure 2’)
Questions:

· I will deliberately seek out and attend learning opportunities
· I enjoy the challenge of learning new information
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Appendix D
Figure 3 – Perception as Learner v Level of Worry (to be placed after the heading “Results; Statistics” survey results quantitative;  p 9 where indicated ‘Appendix C, Figure 3’)
Questions:

· Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner

· When faced with a need to learn new information what is your level of worry? 
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Appendix E

Figure 4 – Bad Experiences at School v Difficultly as an Adult (to be placed after the heading “Results; Statistics” survey results quantitative;  p 9 where indicated ‘Appendix D, Figure 4’)
Questions:

· My learning at school was a bad experience
· I enjoy the challenge of learning new information
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Appendix F
Figure 5 – Bad Experiences at School v Enjoyment as an Adult (to be placed after the heading “Results; Statistics” survey results quantitative;  p 9 where indicated ‘Appendix E, Figure 5’)
Questions:

· My learning at school was a bad experience
· Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very enjoyable
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Appendix G
Figure 6 – Total List of Questions (to be placed after the heading “Results; Statistics” survey results quantitative;  p 9 where indicated ‘Appendix G, Figure 6’)
	Question 1   -  When faced with a need to learn new information what is your level of worry?

	Question 2   -  What do you consider is your ability to learn?

	Question 3   -  How well do you remember new information?

	Question 4   -  When learning something new – I find it easier if I have an opportunity to talk about it?

	Question 5   -  I prefer to have visual information to assist my learning

	Question 6   -  I need to consider each step in learning new information before moving on?

	Question 7   -  I enjoy the challenge of learning new information

	Question 8   -  Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner

	Question 9   -  Do you visualise the learning environment and your interaction in it prior to attending?

	Question 10  - I can remember what I learned at school

	Question 11  - My learning at school was a bad experience

	Question 12  - Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very enjoyable

	Question 13  - Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult

	Question 14  - I will deliberately seek out and attend learning opportunities


Appendix H
Figure 7 – Total List of Short-answer Questions (to be placed after the heading “Results; Statistics” survey results quantitative;  p 10 where indicated ‘Appendix G, Figure 7’)
	Question 15  -  Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of learning on-the-job…

	Question 16  -  Can you describe how you (have felt) feel if required to learn a new process for your job?

	Question 17  -  Please describe what you do prior to attending a training/learning program

	Question 18  -  Has your self-perception of yourself as a learner altered over time? If yes, please explain how you believe this occurred…

	Question 19  -  Do you have any comments you would like to add?
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