The perspective of the
learning continuum

Introduction: Pilgrim’s progress

The education chapters have focused on the course organizer, the group of trainees
and the process of vocational training. This is a limited, if necessary, perspective —
especially on the initial slopes of the course organizer’s learning curve. However, it
is a useful maxim in training not to lose sight of the finished product.

What is the ‘finished product’ of GP vocational training? The chapters on assess-
ment dealt with landmarks and goals through the vocational training scheme. Earlier
chapters outlined concepts and equipment that might be needed for planning and
starting out on the ‘journey’ with the trainee group. Chapters subsequent to this one
address the cohesion of the pilgrims on the way and some logistic support for the
expedition leader.

At this point, approximately half way through the book, it is necessary to call a
halt, to see how far you have come, to take sightings for the way ahead and to
practise using some gear that might be needed in the steeper, more isolated, changing
territory that lies ahead.

The finished product is a mature, autonomous, continuing learner.

The learning continuum

‘Give a man a fish, you feed him for today; he will be happy. Teach him to fish, he may argue
with you now but he will survive.” (Adapted proverb)

No section on education would be complete unless placed in the context of lifelong
learning. Much emphasis has been placed on the trainees as adult learners — however,
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many trainees do not seem to fit the adult learner mould. Older trainees who are
undertaking vocational training at a more than average age, perhaps as a change in
career path, find difficulty in acclimatizing to the day-release group setting. It may be
a matter of age gap or role transition, but there is also a structured learning situation
which makes demands reminiscent of undergraduate days (or even school). The
classroom situation, the examinations, assignments, formative assessment exercises
all contradict the image of the autonomous learner who embraces further learning for
its own sake. Anyone re-entering training having been an autonomous professional
experiences as much difficulty as those who “enter from below’. A balance between
pedagogy and androgogy must be recognized and handled with sensitivity.

Trainees are in a transitional learning phase. In developmental terms it is an adol-
escence in professional life which may explain occasional turbulent behaviour. This
suggests the developmental perceptive of tolerating regression while laying the
groundwork for lifelong autonomy.

What does this mean in practical course-organizing terms? There are tasks to be com-
pleted, examinations to be passed. The approach of pedagogy has much to contribute
to this and the structured learning exercise, lecture and coursework can provide a
reassuringly familiar feel. The approach of androgogy (adult learning) makes more
demands on teacher and learner. A gradual transition from one to the other would be
helpful, but the timing of examinations hinders this. So there has to be a dual approach.

I think it is important that the trainees’ co-operation in this transition is enlisted.
Along with clinical and management skills they should become skilled in their ap-
proach to continuing education — the management of their future continuing profes-
sional development (CPD). This raises a dilemma. Educational theory is tedious
enough for those who need to know it. Clinicians seem to be particularly irritated by
it and it is difficult material to teach. However, can they become adequate managers
of their CPD without knowing anything about it? Thousands will happily answer
‘Yes’! The alternative, less populist, view is that doctors are managers of information.
They acquire it and impart it. They can do either well and consciously or take their
chances in ignorance. I prefer the alternative view and propose that trainee GPs
should learn about learning and teaching.

‘The fundamental process of learning to learn is that of taking over and internalising the
functions of the teacher/trainer; of learning to do for oneself what others have, hitherto, done
for one.” (Squires, 1994)

Learning how to learn

The assertion that human beings are inherently self-educating given the right cir-
cumstances (Neighbour, 1987) has the ring of truth about it. However, running is
inherent but many people do not bother to do it, let alone try to run better.



