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SELF-DETERMINED LEARNING AS A RESPONSE TO
DISRUPTION IN POST-SECONDARY FORMAL EDUCATION
Steve Henry

INTRODUCTION
As the institutions of higher education strive to meet the challenges of a profoundly changing world (Friday &
Halloran, 2020), questions about shape and purpose gain increasing urgency. The speed at which many institutions
adjusted to the coronavirus pandemic sweeping the world in early 2020 illustrates that quick change is possible
(Eisenstein, 2020; Hess, 2020). We have entered a new transformative age and, much like the industrial revolution
before it, we can expect fundamental shifts in how we live, work and play (Friday & Halloran, 2020).
While many of the apparent certainties of twentieth-century life have been disrupted over the past decade or two
– from banking to travel, communication to accommodation, and in many other spheres1 – education and health
care have been largely immune (Christensen et al., 2017; Walsh, 2020). This paper examines the prospects for a
transformation in self-determined vocational post-secondary learning in Aotearoa-New Zealand.2

HIGHER EDUCATION IS CHANGING
Recent research into the drivers of change in vocational
institutions and universities – from interviews of 45
chief executive officers from across Australasia by
Friday and Halloran (2020) – indicates that current
models are no longer fit for purpose (see Figure 1).
The funnel metaphor in Figure 1 illustrates key factors
contributing to the looming crisis. In Aotearoa-New
Zealand, those same factors have precipitated a
thoroughgoing structural reform of the vocational
education sector (Ministry of Education, 2019). In
the consultation contributing to the reform propiosal,
74 percent of the 745 submissions agreed there
needs to be change. This raises the question of the
purpose of such education – expressed in the Tertiary
Education Commission’s strategy (Tertiary Education
Commission, 2019) as:
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•

Delivering skills for industry

•

Getting at-risk young people into a career

•

Boosting achievement for Pasifika
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Figure 1. Drivers of change in higher education.

•

Boosting achievement for Mäori

•

Improving adult numeracy and literacy

•

Strengthening research-based institutions

•

Growing international linkages.

This strategy defines success, yet it is not clear that there is agreement on how best to achieve it (Education
Central, 2019).
While the importance of workplace learning has been identified by New Zealand’s Productivity Commission (2019),
because of the need for a flexible training system that can accommodate both provider-led and workplace-led
approaches, and the need to widen access to work-based education and training, a respected leader in vocational
education has called the current approach “a woefully inadequate funding system that has been failing New Zealand
for at least a decade” (P. Ker, quoted in Anon, 2020).
Elsewhere – in The Netherlands, South Africa and England, for example – young people have negative perceptions
about the value of vocational education (Atkins & Flint, 2015). Yet ironically, in the US there is a lack of work-ready
graduates, with universities criticised by leaders in commerce and industry (Smith, 2020). Employers such as Google,
Apple, IBM and Ernst & Young no longer require new recruits to have traditional university degrees, even for highly
skilled positions (Smith, 2020).
Smith (2020) claims that education delivery has been unchanged for
so long that the model has been conflated with the mission. Universities
comprise 70 of the 85 institutions in the West that have endured in
recognisable form since the 1520s (Kerr, 2001). That stability has bred
overconfidence, overpricing and an overreliance on business models
tailored to a physical world (Smith, 2020). Figure 2 illustrates the
disparity between the costs of a selection of streamed entertainment
offerings in the US and the costs Harvard University charge for online
courses (Anderson, 2020). Querying the sustainability of such fees,
the Wall Street Journal (2020) has asked: “Would you pay $75,000
for front-row seats to a Beyoncé concert and be satisfied with a
livestream instead?”
Transformation is inevitable if higher education institutions are to
preserve their relevance, or the services they offer will be sought
elsewhere. There are mature and respected online offerings already
available: Coursera (at www.coursera.org) and the Khan Academy (at
www.khanacademy.org), to cite just two of many. Originally dismissed
as a threat to higher education (Smith, 2020), these platforms provide
customisable content, something that the campus-based institutions
Figure 2. Annual streaming prices for
have failed to accomplish. Olsson et al. (2004) argue that what is
selected entertainment providers
needed is nothing short of major transformation – not only in policies
compared with Harvard University’s online
and technologies, but in modes of innovation – to enable users to
course fee (from Tabarrok, 2020).
navigate turbulence. According to Lyngsø (2017), the rules have
already changed: whereas the old rules focussed on more – more growth, speed, profit, processes and the fear of
systematic breakdowns – the new rules are about better: better value creation, people, positive impact and the need
to break the rules.
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THE CHANGING EDUCATION SYSTEM

Figure 3. New paradigm model education, from 1.0 to 3.0 (after Moravec, 2008).

Horn (2014) describes a continuum from Education 1.0 to Education 3.0: moving beyond mass education to
mass-customised education through blended learning, using the flexibility of technology to help students of varying
backgrounds and skills. Education 1.0 is deeply embedded in the way higher education has and continues to operate.
The significance of this change is summarised in Figure 3, with major shifts such as the clear role of teaching experts
in Education 1.0 and 2.0 changing, and the place of a physical space being less important in Education 3.0.
Education 1.0 is the default position of traditional pedagogy, where the learner is dependent on the educator/
teacher who controls the setting, content and process of learning, usually with prescribed curricula – where
knowledge transfer is the purpose of learning for defined roles in society. The motivation for such learning is usually
external to the learner, with formal structures such as classes, examinations and social validation for completion.
Education 1.0’s pedagogy is limited by the investment in deconstructing meaning and aligning its relevance directly to
the uniqueness of the learner – and is problematic when transferred from children to adult learners. The advantage
of this pedagogical approach is that experienced educators can support learners to develop desired behaviours and
develop skills through defined, regulated stages, as occurs with high-risk professions (BoardShare, n.d.).
In self-determined learning (heutagogy), content and process emerge through enquiry, as suggested by Wade
and Kenyon (2013). The desire for relevance is essential in adult learning, when increased choice is present.
Learners become self-directed in the shift to intrinsic motivation (ibid.), seeking guidance and mentorship. Other
stakeholders may influence learning destinations – employers, quality-control councils and teachers, as they guide
and facilitate learning – but the learner is the central character. Educators enable a range of approaches for the
learner to reach their agreed destination, while earners rely on subject-area experts to deliver knowledge and
scaffolding. Aspects of this approach may occur in some post-secondary formal learning where learners have
choice as to the focus of investigations, yet pedagogy remains firmly behind such structures and the power lies
with the educator who determines this (ibid). According to Mann et al. (2017), the desire to learn has several
implications or variations: humility over wilful ignorance; curiosity over fixed cognitive maps; and challenging
assumptions over accepting a status quo.
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Self-determined learning can also be a vehicle for making sense of uncertainty (Bhoryrub et al., 2010) or, to
summarise Anderson (2020, p. 40), enabling learners to surf at the edge of chaos as a response to disruption.
Bhoryrub et al. (2010) describe nursing practice as themed with complexity and unpredictability, and hence
uncertainty, and argue that the learner, from a heutagogical perspective, is the only relative constant within an
environment of unpredictable variables, and hence is best placed to direct and embed learning as it arises. This
approach is relevant to other professionals, especially in a time of disruption. Pferdt (2020) recommends three
mindsets to help navigate the future in these times of crisis and change:
1.

Embrace empathy

2.

Ask the question, “How can we …?”

3.

Cultivate your experimental mindset.

Self-determined learners control the content and process of their learning through enquiry and, perhaps more
importantly, through their mindset. Self-determined learning enables a fully inclusive education which responds
to disruption, based on the potential of the human capacity to create (Robinson, 2006), and which honours
each person’s unique talent and potential. The questions being asked by a teacher and learner give a clear
indication of how much self-education occurs, and where the power in the relationship between learner and
teacher lies (Figure 4).

TRANSFORMATION IN THE HIGHER EDUCATION CONTEXT
Researching how best higher education could
operate in 2030, Friday and Halloran (2020, p. 30)
recommended that institutions should consider their
potential to:
1.

Embark on transformation to optimise and
grow

2.

Make the shift from being faculty-focused to
learner-centric

3.

Integrate with industry to collaborate

4.

Re-imagine the physical campus for the digital
world

5.

Unbundle degree programs and the university
value chain.

Figure 4. Teacher- vs learner-directed questions
(after Bull, 2014).

According to Mezirow (2003, pp. 58-63), a pioneer of transformation literature, perspective transformation is
achieved through:
1.

disorienting dilemmas,

2.

critical reflection,

3.

rational dialogue and

4.

action.
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Transformation is an uncomfortable fit for risk-averse institutions, which have changed little over centuries, so
disorientation is not welcomed. The coronavirus pandemic has shown how patterns of disruption can lead to
innovation, with a rapid shift from campus-based learning to online, with learners and staff working from home. This
disruption provides an opportunity to re-think how formal education is delivered and customised for the individual.
The ability to offer programmes away from campuses in a work-based setting offers much resilience. Alden-Rivers
et al. (2014) call for this movement of change, social innovation and impact to be embedded within all facets of
society, especially within education.

EDUCATION THAT IS INCLUSIVE OF EVERY CULTURE
The culture and place of the individual can be overlooked when educators presume that all learners identify
with the same or similar culture, despite recognising the detrimental effects of this disassociation (Hook, 2007).
Inherent in the Education 1.0 paradigm is the entrenchment (conscious or otherwise) of neocolonial attitudes and
approaches (Smith, 2008).
Spiller et al. (2011) describe a solution, a meeting place between cultures called a wisdom position. Taking this
approach forward, Huitt (2004) suggests moving beyond Maslow’s conventional hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943)
to a perspective where community actualisation is achieved through self-actualisation or self-transcendence. This is
a large step from the individual achievement focus of Education 1.0 and 2.0.
There are increasingly clear pathways to change the
impacts of colonisation. Durie (2004) has suggested
that Aotearoa-New Zealand has three significant
advantages favouring equitable outcomes for Mäori:
1.

The Mäori population is a large minority (15
percent, predicted to rise to 20 percent by
2050)

2.

The Treaty of Waitangi’s partnership between
Mäori and the Crown

3.

Effective Mäori leadership for more than
a century.
Figure 5. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs informed by an
indigenous (first nation) perspective (Huitt, 2004).

Increasingly, Pakähä (for our purposes, non-Maori
New Zealanders) are becoming aware of the need to honour the partnership in the Treaty of Waitangi in education.
Decolonising research methodologies are being articulated (Smith, 2008). Institutions such as Otago Polytechnic
have Mäori strategic plans which mandate the inclusion of a Mäori world view in every learning programme (Otago
Polytechnic, 2016). The New Zealand government is actively prioritising an increase in historically poor education
outcomes for Mäori (Tertiary Education Commission, 2019). There is much learning to come, as Hunt (2020, p. 13)
has bluntly summarised: “[W]e need to open our eyes to where we have benefited from colonisation but never
truly acknowledged it, we as Päkehä must do a better job of recognising the grief and trauma that have been passed
down to today’s Mäori.”
Self-determined learning customised by the learner, such as the design of Capable NZ’s independent learning
pathways (ILPs; see Ker, 2017), offers a possible solution – to invite every learner to bring their culture to their
learning. This has potential to enable significant change, and the nature of such transformation will be further
explored in the next section.
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TRANSFORMATION FOR IMPACT
In a pioneering work, Meadows (1999) argued that leverage points are the key to impactful change. This has
relevance when designing fit-for-purpose learning for a disrupted future. Abson et al. (2017) suggest that there is an
urgent need to focus on less obvious, but potentially far more powerful areas of intervention, with three leverage
points having the potential to act as a boundary object for genuinely transformational sustainability:
1.

Reconnecting people to nature

2.

Restructuring institutions

3.

Rethinking how knowledge is created and used in pursuit of sustainability.

Such leverage points do not happen for individuals in isolation from others, but rather with others. In learning
contexts, a community of practice (CoP) functions as a space of situated learning characterised by three main
features – mutual engagement, joint enterprise and a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998). Members’ senses of
belonging and wanting to belong come from their abilities to engage in activities beneficial to the group, and
also from the shared nature of their objectives and the discourse (repertoire) of the community. This means that
everyone can make a contribution which might help others; at the same time, the shared experiences and wisdoms
of group members can increase expertise across the group (Henry et al., 2020).
In successful CoPs, there is a balance of benefit for both the community and the individuals who make it up
(Andrew, 2014), and a sense of the more novice members reaching learning goals through legitimate peripheral
participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Lave and Wenger envisage a CoP as a series of concentric circles, with the
target knowledge and repertoire situated in an innermost circle – that of the experts. Participating peripherally
are the learners, who learn by a process of observation that becomes increasingly participative with time and the
building of trust. (Henry et al., 2020).
While designing learning CoPs for transformational impact has long been at the heart of activism, most activism fails
to transform complex issues because it has a single-issue focus, rather than a ‘root cause’ approach which requires
learning (Narberhaus & Sheppard, 2015). Attempting to motivate people with messages of urgency and scenarios
of threat doesn’t work – the peril becomes normality and the effect vanishes (ibid). In organisations willing to learn,
there is increased trust and ability to collaborate. Designing organisations where people can bring themselves more
fully to work will result in more elegant solutions to complex challenges. This increasing trust in a time of disruption
brings into question the place of people’s wellbeing as a measure of response (Laloux, 2014).
By focusing on meeting human needs, we can navigate ambiguity through empathy, expansive thinking and
experimentation. As Robinson (2006) stated in a landmark TED talk (view at TED2006, “Do schools kill creativity?,”
with 66 million views at 12 August 2020), education design should be based on the richness of human capacity.
Self-determined learning is a way to customise learning for each individual, if capability development is used as the
measure of success.
Capable people are more likely to deal effectively with the turbulent environment in which they live by possessing
an all-round capacity centred on self-efficacy, knowing how to learn, creativity, the ability to use competencies in
novel as well as familiar situations, and by working with others (Wade & Kenyon, 2013). Educating for capability
rather than knowledge can be the common language of success, as suggested by the twenty-first century skills
summarised in Figure 6.
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83

Figure 6. 21st-Century Skills (World Economic Forum, 2015).

The only capability-based, self-determined bachelor’s degree in Aotearoa-New Zealand – the Bachelor of
Leadership for Change at Capable NZ, Otago Polytechnic – has the following learning outcomes (Otago
Polytechnic, 2018, p. 15):
1.

Apply competencies and capabilities to enable transformational change in communities, enterprises and
environments.

2.

Integrate an appreciation of the bicultural context of Aotearoa New Zealand and the Treaty of Waitangi
within an emergent professional framework.

3.

Articulate ethical and sustainability frameworks such that they [learners] act as sustainable practitioners.

4.

Recognise and incorporate one’s own values, mindsets and biases within a grounded theoretical framework.

5.

Create and maintain healthy relationships and collaborations in communities and organisations.

6.

Synthesise experiences, capabilities and competencies to create an emergent professional framework of
practice.

These learning outcomes invoke a sense of opportunity rather than prescriptive reductionism. Learners determine
how they achieve them with the support of learning infrastructure and facilitators. During the coronavirus pandemic,
this programme was not disrupted.
Changing one’s mindset from what is wrong to what is possible is the essence of capability building and the role of
learning programmes. The squeeze in a disrupted higher education future, as portrayed in Figure 3, focuses on the
drivers of change that are problematic rather than what opportunities this invokes. Reed and Mang (2012) have
articulated what regenerative futures look like, compared to conventional futures. In their trajectory of ecological
design (Figure 7), they introduced a language for articulating what is possible and a mindset of trajectory from a
mechanistic to an ecological world view.
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The Regenesis Group (2020) began articulating theoretical and practical foundations for regenerative development
in the mid-1990s, providing a useful lens for understanding how a practice can emerge from and be shaped by a
world view that includes both theory and praxis, with its continuing development drawing explicitly on the scientific
and philosophical bases of the ecological world view and a regenerative paradigm (Mang & Reed, 2012).

Figure 7. Trajectory of ecological design (Mang & Reed, 2012).

Robinson (2016) took these ideas and presented them visually in Figure 8, where conventions are seen as
unsustainable and the way to enable regenerative practice is to pass through the squeeze of the constraints
to enable flourishing in regenerative practice (Wahl, 2016). The linear conventional system of Education 1.0
evolves into the cyclic system of Education 3.0, where the success of one learner spirals outwardly, with no set
limit of learning. Put another way, there are three lines of work to the development of regenerative practice
(Mang & Reed, 2012):
1.

The practice of development of the self

2.

the practice of development of the community encountering the change; and

3.

the practice of development of the wider system. Such simultaneous practice creates regenerative cultures
(Wahl, 2016).

An education system can be regenerative by design if it designs for these practices. Self-determined learning is
a design which is better suited to enable such practice, providing a language of what is possible in regenerative
design. The conventional learning systems of Education 1.0 and 2.0 are mechanistic, with conventions that prescribe
curricula in a setting determined by experts, requiring a lot of energy to operate. Self-determined education,
anywhere, anytime – Education 3.0 – is regenerative.This is because it is customised for each individual and learners
are enquiring of themselves, rather than attempting to fit into someone else’s idea of success for them.

LOOKING FORWARD
The rate of change in higher education is accelerating.
The perfect storm3 of a system under capacity pressure
and economic stress (Oosterman et al., 2017) from
a looming transformation (Filho et al., 2017) and
a worldwide pandemic indicates that education is
surely set to follow other industries which have faced
disruption and experienced major change.
Figure 8. From conventional to regenerative design
(after Robinson, 2016).

Self-determined Education 3.0 learning is a possible
– perhaps inevitable – response to this disruption.
Scope: Work-based Learning 1, 2020
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Inclusive, accessible, affordable and based on the creative potential of human capacity, with a shared understanding
of the object and nature of transformation, the education systems of the future will share little with traditional,
campus-bound pedagogy.
Determining suitable responses from institutions, facilitators and their learners is emerging as a key component of
the author’s doctoral enquiry. It is becoming evident that the future of learning could be modelled around individual
enquiry based in a community of practice such as a workplace, where each individual – initially a peripheral
participant – with time and confidence will enhance and benefit from collective learning. We can have an education
system drawing on all of the richness of human capacity.
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For a contemporary introduction to the transformation/disruption literature, especially the landmark articles and books
by Christensen, go to https://hbr.org/2012/12/surviving-disruption; https://hbr.org/2020/01/the-essential-clayton-christensenarticles; and especially, https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/an-interview-with-clayton-m-christensen/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI7ta
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2

For a contemporary definition, see https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7268589.

3

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/perfect-storm.
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