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Abstract: This paper describes an exercise for learners to identify what they should learn in
order  to  meet  their  learning  goals.  Lifelong  learners  often  undertake  non-formal  learning
activities, when they try to learn outside of formal, structured, programs. They need to be self-
directed and have to identify both how they learn best and what they need to learn. We suggest
an exercise that can help learners to identify their learning priorities, relieving stress linked to
self-directedness. Each learning objective is broken down into sub-objectives that the learners
have  to achieve in  order to  meet  their learning goal.  Learners  first  go  through the list  of
objectives and sub-objectives and rank them in a forced distribution matrix, using the q-sorting
procedure, in which only a few insertions can be ranked as most negative and most positive.
Through this exercise, the learners realize the scope of the skill to learn and can decide what to
focus on during the learning process. 

Introduction

Lifelong learners undertake activities to improve their knowledge, skills and competencies through life 
(European commission, 2011). Their learning can happen in a multitude of scenarios, ranging from formal, non-
formal and informal learning. In the event when lifelong learners pursue informal or non-formal learning 
activities, they are often in charge of structuring their learning process.
Non-formal learning comes in contrast to formal learning inn that, formal learning assumes the presence of a 
teacher or trainer, that applies a learning framework, organizes learning, specifies expectations and awards 
credit (Eraut, 2000). The definition of non-formal learning is less consensual. We understand it to be “any 
organized, systematic educational activity, carried on outside the framework of the formal system (Coombs and 
Ahmed, 1974). It can be an emergent, reactive activity or a deliberate one (Eraut, 2000). We focus on deliberate
non-formal learning, which we define as intentionally planned (deliberate) by the learner to reach a goal 
(organized and systematic). Non-formal learning is flexible: methods and pace are adapted to the need of the 
learners (Dib, 1987). The absence of a formal system leads to the absence of teacher (or trainer), and leaves the 
learner in charge of structuring the learning process to achieve their goals, implying that learners are supposed 
to be self-directed and self-regulated. They have to decide what has to be learnt, what are the learning 
components they need to master, and then assess themselves and their work in regard to performance criteria 
they have established on their own. It is up to the subjective opinion of the individual to focus on a specific 
aspect more than on another. Against this background, one of the challenges for learners is to identify what to 
learn and what amount of efforts should be made. 
Another challenge is that non-formal learners have access to many sources of non-formal programs, content and
ways to learn, which pose the problem of choice and can make learners anxious and unsure of their ability to 
choose the best path to construct their learning. This can lead self-directed learner to stop learning, or to focus 
on certain learning points and neglect others, approaching learning in a non-effective way (Victori and 
Lockhart, 1995). All in all, learners need techniques and tools allowing them to plan and regulate their learning 
activities, so as to enhance learners’ overall state and the quality of learning outcomes.  
We suggest an exercise that can help learners to identify their learning priorities. Each skill or learning objective
is to be broken down into sub-skills/objectives that the learners have to meet to achieve their learning goals. 
Learners first go through the list of objectives and sub-objectives and rank them in a forced distribution matrix, 
using the q-sorting procedure (Stephenson, 1953), in which only a few insertions can be ranked as most 
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negative and most positive. Through this exercise, the learners realize the scope of the skill to learn and can 
decide what to focus on during the learning process. 
First, we will highlight the importance of self-regulation and goal-setting for self-directed learners. Then we
will  propose a technique  based on ranking in  a  forced  distribution matrix  for  learners  to identify learning
priorities within the goal they have chosen. Finally, we will briefly outline research questions linked to the use
of  the  exercise  proposed.

Identifying learning needs: towards becoming self-directed learners 

This section presents the challenges involved in self-regulated learning and underlines areas in which learners 
need support, such as identifying learning items and set learning goals.
Self-directed lifelong learning can be seen as a cyclical process including 6 steps: 1. diagnosing what has to be 
learnt; 2. setting goals: going from learning needs to concrete goals; 3. identify gaps in knowledge and possible 
ways of closing them; 4. planning ways to achieve goals; 5. monitor the situation; and 6. evaluate to what extent
the goal has been attained (Cremers et al., 2014). It appears that learners have to know both how to achieve their
goals (step 4), and what they should learn (steps 1; 2; and 3 relate to learning need, goals and activities). How to
learn is related to the metacognitive abilities of learners. To this end, Bjork and colleagues (2013) indicate two 
research approaches: 1. surveys of students’ strategy use and beliefs about studying; and 2. students’ beliefs as 
indexed by decisions they make in managing their learning.  Furthermore, learners can learn about their 
metacognitive dispositions by testing their learning styles online, for instance using free questionnaires 1 2 or 
monitoring their habits with mobile applications3. 
Planning what has to be learnt involves having clear actionable goals, and ways to assess progress, so one can 
decide what has to be studied next (Bjork et al., 2013).  This may involve a certain amount of stress. Indeed, 
learners are not always ready to assume their own learning and face situations they cannot cope with, and as a 
result they withdraw from the learning activity, or approach the task in an ineffective way (Victori and 
Lockhart, 1995). Learning under stress impairs performance, for instance to memorize knowledge (Schwabe 
and Wolf, 2009). The enhancement literature highlights that individuals can be enhanced by improving their 
state, or mood (Baertschi, 2011). To enhance the individual several means can be used such as prescription 
drugs, neurological interventions and, technology (Bostrom and Sandberg, 2009) which can have an impact on 
cognitive process, physical activities, and emotions. When emotional enhancement is considered, pharmaceutics
can be used (Tully and Bolshakov, 2010) and, technology can afford enjoyable experiences to users. Bur also 
proposes that strategies and techniques to self-regulate can be used.
We focus on techniques that could be applied to goal-setting and planning. Goal-setting is defined as “student 
setting of educational goals or sub-goals and planning for sequencing, timing, and completing activities related 
to those goals” (Zimmerman and Pons, 1986). Goal-setting has been shown to have an impact on performance 
(Locke and Latham, 2002) and methods to formulate goals (for instance SMART: Specific, Measurable, 
Assignable, Realistic, Time-related; goal formulation4) and applications to monitor goals achievement exist5 to 
help learners manage their learning strategies. However, they assume that learners can identify a priori what has
to be learnt for them to achieve their goals. Furthermore, given that learners are not experts in what they have to
learn and self-directed learners cannot draw on teachers’ or trainers’ expertise, they do not have an overview of 
their learning to understand the different elements (sub-goals) that come together for them to achieve their 
learning goal.
Learners also use different materials and sources of information to learn. Some may be pedagogical material 
and involve structured approaches to learning. Nonetheless to effectively combine these sources, learners must 
be able to identify what do they need to meet their specific needs, what content to focus on and, look for. Their 

1 http://www.whatismylearningstyle.com/learning-style-test-1.html

2 http://www.educationplanner.org/students/self-assessments/learning-styles-quiz.shtml 

3 http://otswithapps.com/2015/01/25/study-habits-new-app-helps-students-get-organized-and-motivated-edudemic/
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inability to do so may lead to partial learning and/or partially fulfilled learning goals. 

An exercise to identify the next learning step 

We suggest a technique inspired on the Q-method which provides learners structure and affords them time to 
assess what they have to learn in order to structure their learning activities. This technique involves three steps: 
1. generating the concourse of learning items that should be mastered to achieve a given learning goal; 2. 
ranking these items against each other; 3. answering a series of questions prompting decision making in relation
to the learners’ next steps. We will come back on each of these steps and on the possible limits of this technique
throughout the paper.

1. Identify the sub-skills to be learnt by the individual
The first step in a Q-study would be to generate a concourse, which is the volume of statements available on a 
topic (Stephenson, 1935; 1953). In our case, the topic is the learning goal, and the statements of the sub-skills 
that one needs to reach the goal. The statements can be elaborated arising from a literature review or by seeking 
the views of experts in the field, both approaches bring educational expertise back into non-formal learning. For
instance, if the learning goal is to gain academic writing skills, statements such as “I know how to collect 
information about my topic”, “I can identify arguments for and against ”, “I can explain arguments for and 
against”, “I can formulate conclusions” and so forth, would be identified as part of the concourse as they are 
part of what is implied in academic thinking and writing (Klimova, 2013).  All assertions should be then 
checked for redundancy. The concourse is deemed complete when new assertions are repetitions or 
reformulations of the ones previously collected.

2. The Q-sorting procedure as a way to express subjective assessment
We suggest the use of the Q-sorting procedure used in the Q-methodology as a technique to express learners’ 
subjective appreciation of what they need to learn, in a structured manner.

Stephenson (1953) proposed a ranking procedure in which participants would rank statements against each 
other, in a forced distribution matrix following a normal distribution (see figure 1). 

Figure 1. Example of Q sorting matrix for 29 statements

Absolutely not representative of 
the skills I think I have

No opinion Highly representative of
the skills I think I have

-3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3

2 statements 4 statements 5 statements 7 statements 5 statements 4 statements 2 statements
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This ranking procedure is seen as “a dynamic medium through which subjectivity can be actively expressed” 
(Stephenson, 1953). It appeals to the psychological desire to ascribe meaning to stimuli. The willingness for 
participants to express their viewpoint based on the stimuli given guarantees an interesting outcome: the 
engagement with the q-set will produce a configuration and afford a general overview of a viewpoint on a 
specific topic.

During the sorting procedure, participants reflect on each item and make decisions on what they agree with the 
most or least. In our case, they have to evaluate what they feel they know well and where they could improve. 
They take time to organize the different elements of their points of view in the ranking matrix, so they can 
express their views in a structured way. Along that process, participants become reflective, organized, and 
critical. 

3. And self-questioning to decide on further action

By the time learners have finished their sorting, they should have a clear picture of what they think. They can 
reflect on what they have sorted as least and most representative, and formulate the next steps. Introducing these
questions learners progress from a monitoring activity: where they evaluate themselves; to a control activity: 
when they make decisions about their learning.

Can this technique really enhance learners? 

As a result of this procedure, learners should have decided how to structure their learning activity to reach their 
learning goals. 
We assume that this enhances them by enhancing their state (mood) thus, relieving anxiety and stress linked to 
self-directedness through prioritization. Indeed, as they rank assertions, learners are provided a list of sub-skills 
that give them potentially better understanding of what they need to learn, which relieves the pressure of 
identifying what needs to happen. Even in the event the list would be seen as overwhelming -  too many things 
have to be learnt; the ranking procedure forces learners to make decisions about what is critical to achieve one’s
learning goal. This sorting exercise, and resulting prioritization, should reduce learners’ anxiety and stress. 
One of the limitations of this approach is the absence of criteria to help learners understand their level of 
proficiency for each of the sub-skills target in the statements. Items that learners know well may still be ranked 
as something they don’t know enough about. The ranking procedure relies on the subjective perception of the 
learners and their ability to reflect on themselves, identify the points that make them feel anxious or not 
confident. We assume that a lack of confidence or the presence of anxiety linked to a topic may prevent the 
learner from going forward, so by ranking it negatively and engaging more with that item, learners can reassure 
themselves and move forward at a later stage. This hypothesis would have to be further explored. 
Another limitation of our technique lays in its non-prescriptive nature. Although learners do think about what 
sub-skill to develop, they are not provided with guidelines or content that would help them to learn effectively. 
Overall, research should look at the link between this technique, perceived enhancement, and improvement of 
quality of learning.

Conclusion 

Self-regulated learners have to structure their learning, meaning they have to identify learning goals and 
organize their learning activities. A key challenge is to understand what to focus the learning effort on. We 
promote the idea that by ranking a set of learning objectives and sub-objectives in a forced distribution matrix, 
the individual must make decisions and structure his/her point of view. This exercise should allow learners to 
get a clearer understanding of what to study next. Further research is needed to assess the impact of using such a
technique. 
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