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Lifelong Learning

Introduction

My grandmother was a lifelong learner.  If she wasn’t going back to school for another certification, she was going on a trip with a tour group.  My mother is also a lifelong learner.  I have recently steered her toward Elderhostel.  She bought a computer from Gateway and participates in classes at her local Gateway Country retail outlet.  For myself, learning is one of my favorite pastimes.  I love to read and think and analyze and evaluate.  I have for some time known that there was “a teacher in me”.  I looked and looked for an online degree program that would assist me in developing all of those skills into something marketable.

Definition


I first heard the word “lifelong learning” in 1982 in a graduate-level agricultural education course at Texas A&M University in College Station.  I think this was a course where we learned the principles of change and what it meant to be a “change agent”.  This course was attended mostly by Extension agents.  This was a course I was required to take because I was doing a masters in Ag Ed at the time.  In 1982, my understanding of lifelong learning was that this had something to do with formal learning environments and attending various classes or degree programs throughout one’s life.


Today I understand that lifelong learning is something much broader than the commonly accepted “Extension” definition of lifelong learning.  I have always had a secret wish to build robots.  Recently, a friend of mine bought me for my 50th birthday a kit from Lego Mindstorms with all the parts and a computerized “brick” for moving the robot around.  I was thrilled and named my first robot, “Hector”.  Hector has a great deal of personality and character.  Unfortunately, I have to take Hector apart to make an R2D2, the next robot (in difficulty) to make.  I understand today that building that first robot was a learning event.  Learning is taking place all of the time, whether we like it or not.  In fact, it is our attitude towards learning that helps us through really difficult times in life.  I am learning to be a classroom teacher, not through this online venue, but through putting myself in various classroom experiences.  In addition, I’m actually having to create those classroom opportunities in order to avail myself of them.  So, I am actually learning to learn to teach.

Commitment

I think my commitment to lifelong learning came as a result of moving to a rural town in Texas where the formal educational resources are very limited.  I already had two masters degrees and was used to large land grant university campuses with lots of resources.  Even though I work for Texas A&M University System, the largest land grant institution left in the United States, in this rural experiment station environment, I was not encouraged to continue my training or to receive professional development outside a strict adherence to my particular job.  I did receive two weeks of training in GIS.  Unfortunately, the software we were using, which was maintained by the US Army Corps of Engineers was discontinued about a year later.  I have used the principles with other software packages and I have received a minimal amount of online training in those other software packages because that manufacturer offers free online orientation courses.  But actual additional education or professional development has been nil.  When I needed additional programming training, therefore, I chose to take a course of study from NRI (National Radio Institute), which has subsequently gone bankrupt.  It was bought out by McGraw-Hill, but has discontinued the kind of correspondence study I was doing.  I barely finished my course before I was being told the company was out of business.  Between these two experiences, free online courses developed by ESRI (the maker of Arcview and ArcInfo, both GIS packages) and my experience with NRI, I realized that the internet was the up and coming education venue for the 21st century.  I began to look for formal degree programs that might capitalize on my computer and writing skills and simultaneously develop me as an educator.
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