	Personal Development and Learning
Overview

In higher education Personal Development Planning (PDP) is a compulsory activity for all students. The agency that oversees quality in HE – the QAA – defines PDP as: 

“a structured and supported process undertaken by an individual,

· To reflect upon their own learning performance and achievement and 

· To plan for their personal, educational and career development” 

Each College and University implements PDP differently, but common areas of activity include:

· Recording experiences and achievements 

· Thinking about skills 

· Thinking about values, attitudes, motivations, reasons 

· Goal-setting and planning 

· Summarising (for presentation to a third party) 

· Understanding oneself as a learner. 

Strivens (2009 p10)

Many employers particularly value the outcomes and processes of PDP, because they recognise that some of the most important work skills that employees need are not necessarily the technical or job-specific skills which can be more easily provided through training or other experiences, but much more intangible skills which are central to PDP.

I felt that having gone through these modules it has helped me develop as a person. I have a better understanding of how other people work and interact with each other and how I interact with other people.

Personal management skills, people skills, problem –solving and creative skills are often high on employer lists – sometimes referred to as “soft skills” and often seen in person specifications for jobs. (The section Linking Work and Learning refers to the many different ways in which skills can be classified and the terminology surrounding them).

Hopefully you will be used to some kinds of PDP on a regular or intermittent basis from your workplace already and be able to build upon this. Using the categories above as prompts, practical examples to trigger your ideas might include induction experiences, training courses, appraisals or performance reviews. However, be aware that simply participating in such activities is not PDP unless you are actively engaged in reflecting on them and planning what to do next as a result of them.


Record your thoughts in a short paragraph on the implications of what you have learnt by going through this process, and identify at least one action you can take to improve your PDP at work, as good preparation for using PDP in your future studying.

Knowing yourself as a learner

....your learning preferences and styles

There are many different theories and concepts involved in understanding and explaining how people learn, and it is not the intention here to overload you with information about these but to encourage you to take an interest in, and reflect upon your own learning experiences and preferences.

We have all been very successful learners in lots of aspects of our lives – so let’s celebrate and analyse how we learnt what we did.

Common list items often include the following, depending on type of focus, and in no particular order of priority:

· Trial and error / experimentation 

· Regular practice 

· Reading or using other resources eg books, internet, manuals to find out more 

· Discussing it with others 

· Being taught by a good teacher 

· Using feedback from others 

· Learning by being shown / demonstrations 

· Following precise instructions 

· Being helped by someone skilled and experienced 

· Using close observation 

· Having incentives and / or encouragement 

· Joining a specialist group or team 

· Being coached or mentored 

· Reflecting on what I was learning 

· Taking a problem-solving approach 

If any of these suggestions were not on your list but could have been, feel free to add them as they may come in useful later as you work through this resource and make links across sections and themes. You could also repeat the exercise with different topics at different times to see what patterns emerge!

In thinking about this one example of your learning, you may find that your list of factors of how you learnt something link to some of the key theories of learning (below) which have influenced thinking about how adults learn, their processes, styles and preferences:   

1. The experiential learning cycle (Kolb) 

2. Learning styles (Honey and Mumford) 

3. VARK (Visual, Aural, Read/ write, Kinaesthetic) 

If you are interested you may wish to follow up some of these, for example, by typing in “learning styles” into your internet browser, or by reading excerpts or chapters of the recommended study skills books within the Useful further resources at the end of this section. The sub -section on Improving Learning and Performance also gives further information. People generally take from such models and theories the ideas that they can relate to their own practice, which will help them to become more effective learners and workers.  
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Reflective Log Prompt 

What is my current picture of myself as a learner, for example in terms of how I like to learn, or what kind of module choices or negotiated modules might suit me? 
What do I feel confident about and what am I very unsure about?

Motivations towards HE level learning

…what are your reasons for wanting to study?

Adult learners are not the same as younger learners. Here are some of the ways in which adults are different:

· They have independence and can direct their own learning 

· They have a wealth of experience which is an invaluable learning resource 

· They have learning needs, which are closely related to changing social or professional roles (for example, becoming a mother or manager can act as triggers for learning). 

· They are task- or problem-centered and interested in applying new knowledge immediately. 

(see Knowles, cited in Tyler 2007, p13)

You can tailor some of your course of study around what you want to use it for. It isn’t just study for study’s sake, it’s study with a purpose. 

This understanding helps us to think what motivates us as adults, and triggers us to learn.
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Reflective Log Prompt
Write a reflective paragraph giving more details about those items you considered most important – being clear about why you want to study is an important motivator and will help you to keep yourself on track even if you face difficulties. 

Work-life balance and studying

...what is realistic for you?

Being motivated is crucial in managing to fit studying in to a full life where you are already juggling work, family and other commitments. There are no easy answers to this - you already have a busy life and there will still only be 24 hours in a day! However, you can give yourself a better chance by taking stock of your commitments, and also the resources available to support you. 

This section looks more about your support from family and friends (the section on Support for Learning in the Workplace offers guidance on gaining support at work).

Effect on family life can be a major factor in withdrawal from studies, especially for women, so planning and preparation is needed if you are going to be able to deal with these obstacles. Issues such as childcare and the potential effects on changing roles and responsibilities with partners are very common areas of anxiety for mature students. There are many helpful forums for gaining support from the experiences and advice of others who have been, or are, coping with similar juggling acts.

I can study at an accessible time for me to fit around my family and work commitments.

Blocking time in your diary, and understanding the key times within the academic year (eg deadlines you will be expected to meet for assignments) is invaluable. This enables you to look at the overall picture and see the potential ‘pressure points’ where you may need to say ‘no’ to people, or may need to seek support in advance from family or friends to help you to find and protect study time.

1. Who in your family and friends network may help and in what ways. 

2. What back up plans might you need if something unforeseen happens? 

3. What hobbies or activities do you pursue? Is it important to keep them going whilst you study, or might you prefer to suspend them for a while until you are confident you can manage your new commitments without too much additional stress? 

If you are a member of a Union, you can also draw upon the support of the Union Learning Rep and their associated advice and guidance networks – they have had specific training that they can draw from to help you. 

As well as time issues, it is useful also to think about where you will be able to study and what you will need to ensure you use your time effectively. This may be particularly important in terms of your access to a place to read and make notes, undisturbed; space to keep all your materials; and your access to any shared computer in face of the likely competing demands from others!
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Reflective Log Prompt 

Consider the issues and questions raised above and identify which of them are important for you to think about more deeply now. Any that you feel will be minor issues (eg rotas for housework or using the computer) and easy to deal with, you can simply note, and return to as needed.

Self-management and organisation

...developing strengths and facing challenges

It is sometimes difficult to anticipate how you can be effectively organised for study, especially if you have been out of education for a long time, and are not clear on what is expected at higher levels these days.

The section on ‘What’s involved in higher level learning’, and its further resources section, should help you to get some idea of what will be expected. Just have confidence that you will be able to transfer the skills and qualities you have from work, into strengths in dealing with the challenges in your course.

 

Some strengths to cultivate 

· As with many things, a focus on understanding the required tasks, and breaking them down into sets of small and achievable mini-goals or steps, together with a strong motivation to learn and persist will help you to maximise your strengths and minimise obstacles and barriers. 

· Being prepared to ask for help is an important personal quality to develop! 

· It is also useful to think about your strategic approach to study – rather than wanting everything you do to be as perfect as possible, identify what will be “good enough” for the purpose and what you will need to do to achieve that – anything additional can be seen as a bonus! This is preferable to increasing your stress level by insisting that there is always more to be done. This is particularly important in relation to being strategic about and prioritising work for assessments that will contribute to your grades.  
Common challenges 

If you feel that your time management could be better and that you are prone to stress, these two factors could combine to sabotage even your best efforts. It will probably help you now at work, and in future in any studies, if you can learn more about these and how to combat them.

The next two parts of this section focus on these two common areas of challenge.  If you feel these are already strong points for you, or only occasional problems, you can skip these next two topics. 

Time management

Many part-time students have to fit in their studies around their work and family commitments.  This is not to be underestimated, but given some thought and planning it is possible to organise yourself to meet this challenge. 

To give you an idea of the amount of time required for study, research with Foundation Degree students indicates that those on part-time courses spent an average of 15.2 hours a week studying (5.8 supervised and 9.9 unsupervised). 

Managing deadlines for study assessments and peak pressure times at work can seem daunting: however, looking and planning ahead - including far ahead not just the next week or two - can help.

1. How good are you at self-organisation? 

2. Are you willing and able to ask support? 

3. Are you sufficiently disciplined to find some dedicated study time on a regular basis? 

4. Do you procrastinate and if so what kind of things do you allow to distract you? 

How might you seek to change any bad habits in this respect?

If you know from experience that time management is a weakness for you, there are many practical suggestions and helpful activities to help you to improve in the two key texts by Stella Cottrell, which are mentioned in the Useful Additional Resources at the end of this section. 

There is another very helpful chapter entitled Taking Control of Your Studies (pages 26 – 50) in Northedge (2005).

There are also many useful web based resources geared to helping with Time Management.  It can be beneficial to make use of electronic calendars and reminder systems, or appropriate technology that you might use at work, (eg project management software). Other people just like very prominent lists and post it notes in obvious places where they can’t ignore them!

Talk to colleagues at work who are very good at managing their time, as you can learn from them. It could be that there are in-house or external courses that your employer could provide for you.

A good way to help yourself to prioritise which issues and tasks are urgent and / or important is to sort your ideas in a quadrant grid as explained here.

You can also see a completed example of such a grid, with suggested strategies for dealing with each quadrant by clicking here.

For some further pointers on managing your work and study time, click here. 

Stress Management

Everyone gets stressed some of the time, but it is unhealthy to become so anxious or stressed that negativity takes over and you feel incapable of coping or finding solutions to problems. Combining many things including working and studying plus personal and family lives gives great potential for excitement and challenge and new development, but also some danger of tipping from positive into negative territory. Finding interim or permanent solutions to problems is a useful skill and is something which can be learnt, and for which useful models exist to help you.

Cottrell (2003 pages 68-88) explores many interesting ideas and techniques for “re-framing” how we experience anxiety and for taking positive problem-solving approaches to learn from mistakes and build more resilience. If this is something which is important to you now, you are encouraged to read this. If it is not important now, it may be useful to you in the future.
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Useful further resources

Cottrell, S (2003) Skills for Success: The Personal Development Planning Handbook, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan.
This is a very extensive and practical resource, which is very useful although a new edition is planned for publication later in 2010. The new version may have wider resonance for more mature students with existing work experience who are now engaged in HE in greater numbers. The existing text is still strong in the whole area of concepts and practices of PDP, and in more specific aspects areas such as problem-solving, time and stress management.

Cottrell, S (2008 3rd edition) the Study Skills Handbook, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan.
Chapter 1, Preparing for University, is comprehensive and written in a very accessible style. It encourages an active approach to managing anxieties and giving yourself the best possible chance of settling in well by finding as much support as possible, by detailed planning, and by preparing yourself in terms of skills and habits.

Northedge, A (2005) the Good Study Guide, Milton Keynes, The Open University. 
Chapter 2 Taking control of your studies includes useful discussion and ideas about taking responsibility for your own learning, managing the work, time and your study circumstances, and also factors which raise and lower morale.

Tyler, S (Ed) (2007 3rd edition) The Manager’s Good Study Guide, Milton Keynes, The Open University 
Useful throughout for those interested in developing in business and management studies, but in relation to learning development, see Chapter 1 on Learning and its associated Appendix 1 (p 339 – 352) for a practical Approaches to Learning and Studying Inventory, a tool for self-evaluation and reflection on your own learning approaches. 

Stephen Covey is a management guru, whose book The Seven Habits Of Highly Effective People, became a blueprint for personal development when it was published in 1990. The Seven Habits are said by some to be easy to understand but not as easy to apply. To find about more about this strategy see:
http://www.businessballs.com/sevenhabitsstevencovey.htm
The unionlearn Learning and Careers Advice Service will provide you with free information and personalised careers advice and guidance if you are a union member. It is a free, impartial, confidential service to help members develop new skills, improve their job prospects or change jobs. It includes a CV Builder, Skills and Interests Assessment and an Adult Decision Making Readiness Tool.

The service is for all unionlearn and union staff, TU Education tutors, union representatives and union members. You can find their contact details if you visit the unionlearn website.
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