
         

 

  TO LIVE IS TO LEARN (second edition) 
 

WHAT: a training course about Self-directed learning as an approach towards life and education 
carried out by: Anna Wohlesser, Ann Daniels, Lenka Uhrova and supported financially by the 
Dutch NA (NJI) 

WHERE: StayOkay hostel Arnhem, Netherlands 

WHEN: September 18th – September 23rd 2013 

WHO: 22 participants (with the age range between 19 – 33) from the following countries:  
Austia, Croatia, Estonia, France, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Slovenia, Turkey, UK, Belgium, 
Slovakia, the Netherlands. 

 
 
WHY (or rationale behind the course): 
We live in an everchanging world that is changing so fast that one can say that future is not 
predictable anymore. This means that people need certain competences, which were not that 
relevant in the past, in order to be able to deal with ambiguity and the new challenges (such as 
no job security or demands on high flexibility and mobility) that surround us every day. One of 
these competences is learning to learn, to be aware of one’s learning and being able to direct 
one’s own learning. This means also being able to learn whatever might be necessary in order to 
be successful and live a fullfilling life.  
This course was created based on the need described above with the intention to help people 
strengthen their Learning to Learn competence through Self-directed learning (SDL). Our goal 
was, amongst others, to help people practice: 

• handling complete freedom in a very clear structure of diverse free learning environment 
created at this training course,  

• taking responsibility for one´s own learning,  

• critial thinking,  

• making consious choices. 



         

 

SDL challenges and changes existing power structures because it makes the learners less 
dependent on the (often more powerful) teacher/trainer/facilitator, etc. We are living in a 
connected world and to learn how to negotiate one’s own needs with the needs of others is a 
crucial experience for becoming a self-responsible and selfdirected learner.  
 
SDL and Youth in Action  
There are always different needs to be taken into consideration when organizing a training 
course. Instead of offering one programme that fits all, we believe that acknowledging the 
differences present and using them is one way of celebrating diversity. Furthermore SDL is 
supporting participants to take power and responsibility for their learning and life, it is therefore an 
empowering process as such. These are both very crucial topics when it comes to European 
youth work. Especially within the Youth in Action programme, we see a need to look for new 
ways of learning. Instead of simple transfer of the knowledge create a space where knowledge, 
skills and attitudes can be constructed together in a meaningful way.  
As learning is such a crucial part of the Youth in Action programme, we believe in the importance 
of reflecting on it and take into considerations also the new insights coming out of research when 
it comes to learning. Self-directed learning is an innovative approach that can be applied in all 
actions within the Youth in Action programme as well as in youthwork in general.  
 
WHAT EXACTLY HAPPENED and HOW DID WE DO IT? 
The theoretical background and methods and tools proposed by self-directed learning represent 
an approach that sees learning and knowledge as actively socially constructed. It is also based 
on the humanistic principles that learners want to learn and to grow and to tap into their own 
potential. That is why Self-directed learning (SDL) was not only the topic of this course but also 
the educational approach that we´ve used, to support participants in developing their abilities to 
direct their own learning.  
However, 5 days of the training course can only be a starting point to discover self-directed 
learning. That is why, for us – the trainers  and our participants, the training course began during 
the prep online phase around a month before the course itself. We used a NING platform 
(toliveistolearn.ning.com) for that phase and encouraged participants to get familiar with the 
topic of SDL and share their thoughts and questions there. On top of this, this was the phase 
where we helped participants figure out their focus points and learning needs and wishes. We 
used this phase to predefine emerging topics for the training programme. 
To help this process, each participant was invited for a skype talk with one of the trainers before 
the training started. All in all, the programme content was co-created based on: 

• the outcomes from skype talks, 

• applications, 

• online post it wall where participants defined their learning needs and wishes before the 
course, 

• suggestions that were coming up during the course. 
 

Based on the above, trainers would suggest inputs for concrete sessions, yet still leaving a lot of 
space in the programme for new activities, bearing in mind the ‚sea of possibilities‘. The sea of 
possibilities being a set of very diverse tools available to our participants as an inspiration and 
resource for their learning (e.g. library filled with books and printed articles, TED talks, creative 
table, trainer available, sessions offered, etc.) We, as facilitators constantly reflected on the 
balance between individual or group related activities, focus on the topic as well as focus on the 
broader context (society as such, but especially the Youth in Action programme) and adjusted, 
depending on what was missing. 
Participants would suggest and initiate discussion groups and sessions throughout the training 
and would also approach trainers, asking for concrete inputs. Having been inspired by the venue 
and its possibilities, we suggested activities accordingly. This time participants enjoyed using 
bikes and incorporated it really well in their own learning paths. We also offered a visit to Loesje 



         

 

headquearters located in Arnhem. Diversity of spaces of the venue itself served really well for 
various parts of the programme. 
 
Final programme is an appendix to this report. 
 
POINTS WE CONSIDER INNOVATIVE – things that really make a difference 
At the time when the call is published, there´s an empty programme. This in itself is challenging 
certain assumption of education, such as, that the trainers are the ones who determine and 
decide what participants want/need to learn. Within the Youth in Action programme there are not 
many courses daring to go this far when it comes to actively involving participants in the creation 
of the programm.  Despite this, we ended up having 148 applicants to choose from, which is 
about the same amount of people as the year before.  
No programme does not mean that there´s no educational framework – quite the oppposite. The 
framework and approach are very clear and represent demanding but also very rewarding work 
for the trainers and participants. We have a holistic approach to our course where body, mind and 
soul have its own place not only within the trainers´ team but also in our work with the 
participants.  
Trainers choose methods that help create a community of practice made up of all the people 
present. It also means to work with real life, authentic situations, as knowing and doing cannot be 
separated.  
One can say that the cooperation between trainers needs a new level than the one normally 
applied at courses with defined programme. As it is about constantly observing, evaluating and 
changing if necessary. It requires a lot of awareness and self-reflection as a trainer to be able to 
authentically co-create a process with participants and not putting one’s own ideas first. The role 
of the trainer moves more into a facilitator´s role and means great deal of learning for the trainers 
themselves who have to let go much more than what they´re normally used to. 
It can be a challenge for partcipants to figure out their needs thus the support system (which 
offers support for a wide array of learning preferences) that we´ve created is truly crucial and is 
based on the following beliefs: 
1. Learners learn best when they learn what they want to learn (and are supported in the process 
of finding this out)  
2. Learning to learn is given as much importance as learning knowledge, skills and attitudes 
3. Self-assessment is the only meaningful way of evaluating a learner 
4. Facts and feelings have the same importance 
5. Participants learn best in a safe environment where they do not feel threatened, however it is 
also important to challenge participants if they want that 
 

WHAT IS THE OUTCOME - how come that this way of learning works? 
This is a quote copied from one evaluation forms: 
 
‚For any outsider who has to finance this: ‚This is one of the most efficient and valuable 
trainings in a lifetime, sometimes the result will not be directly visible, but then look closer 
and trust on the fertile ground where a lot of seeds have been planted!‘ 
 
People coming to the course have very different needs and we believe that one universal 
programme would not match these needs. We also believe that people have innate ability to 
direct their own learning, which we see as deeply social process. As the result of this, participants 
get new insights about themselves and their own learning, being able to take the full ownership of 
experiencing learning and its new dimensions. 
 
The following quotes taken from participants´ evaluation forms prove that this way of learning 
truly works: 

• ‚All I had to do was to unlearn how to learn and start to believe that I know what´s good for me and what 
works for me. The answers lie within me, it´s so simple...‘ 



         

 

• ‚I discovered that the question I should work on is: how to gain self-confidence to appreciate my learning 
process.‘ 

• ‚Trainers treated the participants as self-responsible human beings who are capable of taking their own 
and right decisions.‘ 

• ‚The biggest challenge for me was to accept myself, I felt a bit confused during the course, but then I 
understood that everything was about me, my own process and I just have to accept myself so that I 
can learn and develop.‘ 

All of the participants mentioned in their evaluation forms that they´re going to implement SDL in 
their personal lives. On top of that, quite a few would like to take it further and implement it in their 
working reality. We include a few quotes to show the examples: 
 

• ‚I´m going to organize projects based on SDL.‘ 

• ‚I plan to use SDL with youngsters during youth exchanges and to specifically focus on self-
development and Non-violent communication‘ 

• ‚I´m going to implement SDL elements in the organisation within youth exchange and a training course  
funded by YiA.‘ 

• ‚I´m going to write a publication about SDL and long-term volunteering (YiA-focus) [coming months] ´ 

• I´m going to use SDL during trainings or do even a SDL training - YiA & Euromed Youth program ´ 

• ‚I´m going to think about the possibilities for using SDL with people with less opportunities in de meda-
countries, especially those who are analphabetic´  

• ´ I´m going to introduce the SDL approach in my host organisation in Morocco´  

• ´I´m going to promote SDL in my own organisation and during the Euromed trainers Conference.´ 

• ´I want to finish my projects successfully and integrate this kind of thinking into my company as well.´ 

• ‚I would really like to train more people in both ways TDL or SDL and even combinations.  

• ‚I know that I can make people really happy with the things I have learned. This really is part of my life 
motto: I am so fortunate with all the beautiful opportunities in my life that it is an honour, great pleasure 
and an ever nicer joint venture to teach and learn together.‘ 

• ‚I´m surely going to write an article about this experience and send to my NGO. Then I’ll let them know 
about the methods and the good outcome that I had, Then I´ll start to write down a project about SDL 
with youngs *maybe we are going to apply for next deadline*.‘ 

• ‚I want to improve SDL in my  professional path, sharing it with my network, create my project being 
more aware about it and my own skills and process, and I want to study more about it now.‘ 

 

 
To conclude, it´s been a beautiful 
and very enriching learning 
journey for all and we´re glad that 
it could take place thanks to 
commitment of all involved. 
Thank you goes to the Dutch NA 
for hosting this course and 
bringing very valuable input in. 
Great support that we´ve had from 
the Dutch NA throughout the 
whole process made our 
endeavour to make SDL approach 
more present within YiA possible. 


