
7International Journal of Process Education (February 2016, Volume 8 Issue 1)

The idea of learning to learn was the direct result of 
an experiment with 22 colleges during the 1989/1990 
academic year where freshmen and seniors were asked to 
compete in a learning challenge. To the surprise of nearly 
all, the learning performance of the seniors was no better 
than that of the freshmen; in four years of college, the 
ability to learn had not observably improved (Apple, Ellis, 
& Hintze, 2015). When shared, this discovery led to the 
creation of the Problem Solving Across the Curriculum 
(PSAC) conference. At the inaugural conference, hosted 
by Wells College in 1990, more than 120 faculty came 
together to share their insights and concerns regarding 
learning and the idea of learning to learn (Kramer & 
Beery, 1990). Participants collaborated on a model for the 
learning process at the fi rst conference, which became the 
basis for subsequent activity by the conference community, 
including Pacifi c Crest in its fi rst Teaching Institute in 
1991 (Apple, 1991).

The key ideas shared at that Teaching Institute were about 
shifting the focus from teaching disciplinary content to 
teaching students how to learn:

1. Students need to be the center of the learning process

2. Students must learn how to learn

3. Students must improve their critical thinking, prob-
lem solving, communication, and learning skills 

It is worthy of note that together these principles 
off er the very defi nition of active learning, where the 
responsibility of learning lies with the learner (Bonwell 
& Eison, 1991).

Improving Learning Performance
During the 1991/1992 academic year, 20 members of this 
same community worked together to produce a freshmen 
course and curriculum focused on improving student 
learning performance. The fi rst chapter of Learning 
Through Problem Solving off ered a model of a high-
quality learner and added that “everyone can improve 
their ability to learn” (Apple, Beyerlein, & Schlesinger, 
1992). This idea of learning as a malleable and improvable 
process was further advanced in Everyone Can Learn to 
Learn (Arah & Apple, 1993), which noted a variety of 
ways in which learning rate or learning performance can 
be improved: by targeting life skills, intervening in and 
teaching students about the learning process, the use of 
cooperative learning, and the practice of self-assessment. 

Figure 1

Foundations of Learning (Krumsieg & Baehr, 1996) 
continued along this same vein; Chapter 2, titled "Learning 
to Learn," presented the Learning Process Methodology 
as a concrete way to improve learning performance, with 
the profi le of a high-quality learner as a model for what a 
strong learner should look like, in practice. Four editions 

Learning to Learn (1990) L  D

Learning to learn focuses on improving the performance of learning through increasing the 
ownership, capacity, and effi  ciency learners demonstrate when constructing, using, and validating 
knowledge (fi gure 1).
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later, the core learning to learn content was joined with 
the research and experiences gained from 20 years of 
Learning to Learn Camps, resulting in Learning to Learn: 
Becoming a Self-Grower (Apple, Morgan, & Hintze, 2013; 
see Figure 1).

Twenty-two years after Everyone Can Learn to Learn, 
Apple & Ellis performed a fruitful analysis of learning 
as a performance in itself in Learning How to Learn—
Improving the Performance of Learning (2015). They 
identifi ed 13 components that contribute to a learning 
performance, each of which can be targeted to improve 
the performance of learning.

Defi ning and Measuring Learner Performance: 
From the General to the Specifi c
The fi rst Teaching Institute Handbook provided a list 
of characteristics of a “Good Learner” (e.g., “1. Good 
learners have the self esteem, confi dence, and self worth to 
tackle the unknown with the knowledge that they will be 
able to master any learning exercise with which they are 
presented or need….”) which was then formally published 
in Learning Through Problem Solving.

This general list of characteristics was revised and reor-
dered into the Levels of Learner Performance published 

Trained Individuals

1. Must have new things explained to them.
2. Need to be told what to do.
3. Must have explicitly defi ned rules, procedures and policies.
4. Find that managing others is extremely diffi  cult.
5. Need constant supervision and monitoring of performance.

Learned Individuals

1. Feel comfortable learning within their base of experience.
2. Can perform low level problem solving within their base of experience.
3. Are willing to accept challenges within their areas of expertise.
4. Can train others in the areas of knowledge they know best.
5. Accept feedback based on “what they produce” better than· feedback on “how they perform.”

Lifelong Learners

1. Can tackle a reasonable percentage of learning requirements in a changing environment.
2. Are able to apply previous problem solutions to new situations.
3. Seek out new challenges ·in related areas of knowledge.
4. Are willing to manage people who have more expertise than they do.
5. Accept and use feedback based on their performance.

Enhanced Learners

1. Accept all learning challenges and adapt readily to changing environments.
2. Seek out greater challenges, responsibilities, and problems to solve.
3. Seek to push the boundaries of their performance.
4. Are willing to manage a team eff ort and mentor team members.
5. Seek out mentors to help them improve their own performance.

Self -Growers

1. Seek to improve their own learning performance with every experience.
2. Create their own challenges.
3. Take control of their own destiny—“there are no bounds.”
4. Serve as a mentor to others.
5. Self-assess and self-mentor to facilitate their own growth.

Table 1  Performance Levels for Learners
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Figure 2

in The Classifi cation of Learning Skills for Educational 
Enrichment and Assessment (Apple, 1997),  highlighting 
the characteristics of high-level learners and their learning 
skills (see Table 1). This basic rubric was greatly upgrad-
ed into a model of a strong learner, found in the Faculty 
Guidebook module Profi le of a Quality Learner (Nancar-
row, 2007). This extended profi le was further revised as the 
Rubric for an Engaged Learner, allowing for the level of 
learner performance to be measured (Pacifi c Crest, 2013). 

The most current contribution to defi ning learner 
performance is the Profi le of a Quality Collegiate 
Learner (Apple, Duncan, & Ellis, 2016). With respect to 
measuring learner performance, we have come a long way, 
as is obvious with the Analytical Rubric of a Collegiate 
Learner, an excerpt of which is shown in Figure 2 and can 
be distributed and completed online (Pacifi c Crest, 2015). 

Learning to Learn and… 
The majority of topics that follow in this article are related 
more or less closely with learning to learn and have grown 
from some of the same research and scholarship. Of 
particular note are the following: 

1. Methodologies
2. Learning Process Methodology
3. Refl ection/Meta-Cognition
4. Self-Assessment
5. Performance Criteria
6. Self-Growth/Growth Mindset
7. Accelerator Model
8. Performance Measures
9. Performance Model
10. Classifi cation of Learning Skills
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