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Decision Making Topic #6

Learning does not—and should not—end when students graduate from high school. Lifelong learning should continue for both personal and professional topics, and positive self-talk can help individuals keep a growth-oriented mindset. After deciding what to learn about, lifelong learners find resources, set goals, and evaluate the finished product. 
 
This packet includes a curriculum guide, assignments, answer keys, teaching materials, and handouts; you may use all or part of these materials in your course. Green boxes in the curriculum guide indicate instructions for you and discussion questions you may use when presenting this material in class. Blue boxes indicate when to introduce assignments. Highlighted words and phrases are listed in the Vocabulary handout.

Although we have included grading guidelines and examples for each of the four assignments, remember that these are best used as a guide for the thought process. Student answers may vary widely as they follow the decision-making process but should illustrate how they came to their conclusion. 
 
	Packet Contents
This packet contains the following materials:
· Written 7-page curriculum
· Instructor’s Food for Thought
· Handouts
· Activities
· Answer Keys 

	Learning Outcomes
At the end of this lesson, students should be able to:
1. Create a SMART goal. 
2. Compare and contrast planned goals and actual outcomes. 
3. Understand the traits of positive self-talk and lifelong learning. 



To cite this curriculum, use: Esquivel, C., Murphrey, T. P., Richburg, A., & Leggette, H. R. (2023). Decision making: Lifelong learning. https://scicomm.tamu.edu/home/projects/fueling-the-mind-feeding-the-world/course-materials-modules/
These materials are under Creative Commons license Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).
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How many times have you thought to yourself, “I can’t wait until I graduate and never have to learn this stuff again!” High school graduation actually marks the beginning of continuous personal and professional learning1. Your knowledge and abilities will need to grow because the world around you is constantly changing.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic essentially hit a reset button for jobs and careers. Some jobs that were lost will never return. Other jobs that remain have changed, and some of those changes will be permanent after the pandemic is over. Even before 2020, research revealed that some tasks—especially repetitive ones that required very little thinking—were being taken over by machines. As time goes on and technology improves, even more tasks once done by people will be done by machines. By 2025, over 85 million jobs worldwide will be displaced, and over 50% of current workers will need to be retrained and learn different skills to remain in the workforce2. 
 
Lifelong learning is not just for working. Your job is only one piece of your life. You will want to continue to learn new things for many situations, like becoming a parent or homeowner. You will also want to learn new things for fun! The motivation for lifelong learning is different than the type you experienced in school. The drive for lifelong learning comes from inside the person—intrinsic motivation—rather than being pushed to learn by other people—extrinsic motivation. To be a lifelong learner, you must be willing to expand your mind and be open and receptive to new information3. 
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Our view of ourselves influences our ability to stay with tasks4. Many of life’s most valued goals, such as careers and relationships, take persistent, long-term effort. Additionally, a person’s beliefs about themselves and their situation frame their thinking about learning5. 

· If a person constantly tells themselves they cannot do something, are not smart enough, and things will never get better, they give up and avoid trying to learn. These people develop the viewpoint that situations are hopeless, they are helpless, and everything is outside their own control—a fixed mindset. 
· When a person believes that things can change, and they have the ability with time, effort, and practice to get better, they keep going. These people challenge themselves to take on difficult tasks. They have a growth-oriented view of themselves. Even when they fail, these individuals look at failure as an opportunity to get better. Growth-oriented people monitor their behavior and effort and instruct themselves to make changes when necessary.  

One technique a person can use to instruct themselves is self-talk: when learners tell themselves to think more deliberately about their performance. These reflections on past performance and behavior help the learner create a plan of action6. Self-talk can be used for many different experiences. In one example, a researcher mentioned that he used self-talk every time he parallel parked his car6. He reminded himself what to do and reassured himself he could parallel park. This internal voice allowed him to block out distractions and to remember the important information. Professional athletes often use self-talk to make themselves mindful of their body position and remind them about proper form and technique. Self-talk can be used by anyone. It can act as a personal coach inside their head that reminds them of steps in a process or things to double-check to make sure a task is complete. This self-talk can give someone the “pep-talk” needed to reassure themselves when they feel nervous or overwhelmed. This pep-talk reminds the growth-oriented person about their strengths and successes in the face of difficult tasks. 

Let’s practice positive self-talk. Complete Assignment 1: “Positive Self-Talk Activity” now.
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Besides having a growth-oriented mindset that is open and receptive to new information, research shows that lifelong learners share certain characteristics7,8. Lifelong learners: 
 
 
 
One of the first steps in lifelong learning is to know your interests. What things would you like to learn how to do or learn how to do better? An interest could come from a problem you face. For example, your family enjoys hosting parties for extended family and friends outdoors in the backyard. After each party, your family mentions about how nice it would be if there was a fire pit to sit around and talk or roast marshmallows. The family’s wish for a fire pit in the backyard pushes you to learn how to build a fire pit. However, interests do not have to solve problems. They can be anything that you are curious to know more about. 

List five things you want to learn more about in Assignment 2: “To-Learn List”.


Lifelong learners understand the type of activities and situations that help them learn best.  
· Some people learn how to do something by watching others. This can be in-person or virtual. There is no shortage of videos available on sites such as YouTube that show viewers how to do anything.  When you want to learn how to do something, which method or methods work best for you?

· Some people learn best by reading a set of instructions.  
· Others learn by doing and need to try it for themselves on their own.  
· Still others use a combination of watching, reading, and doing.  
 
By knowing how you learn best, you can seek out the type of learning resources that use those methods. For example, if you learn best by watching someone, you could search for YouTube videos on building backyard fire pits. You could watch the videos many times until you felt like you understood the materials and tools you would need as well as the steps to follow. If you learn best by doing, you could check for free Saturday classes at the local building center on how to build fire pits. You could also ask a family member who knows how to build a backyard fire pit if they would help you as you learn.   

Choose one activity you listed in the “To-Learn List” assignment, then complete Assignment 3: “Learning New Information: Prior Experience” for that activity. 
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Learning activities, even ones done only for fun, need goals. These goals help you develop a plan of action and track progress. The goals you set for learning need to be SMART. 
 
SMART goals are9:  
Specific: What do you want to accomplish?  
Measurable: How can you test if the goal is complete?  
Achievable: Do you have enough resources to meet your goal?  
Relevant: Does your goal actually help solve the problem?  
Time-based: When will you start and stop and action, and how long will it take?  
 
For example, your smart goal for the fire pit build might be “I want to build an in-ground, three feet in diameter, fire pit out of bricks and have it ready to use by the family’s Fourth of July picnic this year.” This goal sets a deadline for when the project needs to be finished. The learner can use this to work backwards and develop a learning schedule to gain the necessary skills, develop their material list and gather those materials for the build, and develop their schedule for doing the work. The goal also gives a measure to know when the process is complete, in this example a working fire pit by July 4th, as well as helping the learner to see if the goal is achievable. The ability to build a fire pit is achievable if the leaner starts the process in May, but more than likely cannot be accomplished if the process starts on July the 3rd. To see more examples of SMART goals, visit https://www.developgoodhabits.com/smart-goals-students/. One example provided by the author is “I will complete all of my assignments this year at least one day before they’re due to avoid rushing through any work. To do this, I will list all of my assignments in order of their due date and work through them accordingly. I will spend 30 minutes every Sunday night determining which projects need attention during the week ahead.”

Work through a few of these examples with your students to understand how each example is Specific, Measurable. Achievable, Relevant, and Time-based. This activity is also in the Decision-Making: Transferring Knowledge (Module 5) content.


It’s time to practice setting your own SMART goal. For the activity you chose to learn more about, fill out Assignment 4: “Develop a SMART Goal”.
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Once a learning project is complete, the final step is to compare the end result with the SMART goal. In the case of the fire pit example, was the fire pit ready for the Fourth of July family picnic? Was it in-ground, three feet in diameter, and made from brick? Did it work, or did it collapse around the fire? If the project did not meet some parts of the SMART goal, the next step is to discover why.  
 
At times, circumstances outside of our control influence the outcome. For example, the fire pit does not get built by July the 4th because it rains for the two weeks before the 4th, causing the ground in the backyard to be too muddy to dig. Sometimes, a goal is not met because of something the learner did. In the case of the fire pit, it is possible that the bricks were not set properly and moved out of place.  
 
Lifelong learners understand that missteps and “flops” happen, and these times are just minor bumps in the road—not unpassable roadblocks. They use failures to help them get better. Mistakes provide valuable information about the areas that need improvement, more resources, different learning strategies and more practice. These learners use unsuccessful experiences to change their plan of action so that the next attempt turns out better. Lifelong learners remain positive about themselves and their learning, and they keep trying to reach the goals they set for themselves.
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Graduation marks the end of one chapter of life, but it should not mark the end of the desire to know more. As the world and personal situations change, people must continue to develop and grow. Life-long learning allows people to bring knowledge to new situations, develop solutions for novel problems, and improve the quality of life for themselves and society.   
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Know their interests


Know their learning style


Set goals


Develop good reading habits


Manage the “highs” and “lows” of learning


Persist


Have a positive view of learning


Are motivated to learn


Seek out resources


Join groups of like-minded learners


Get involved


Stay curious
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