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INTRODUCTION... 

What sparks individual learning? What, exactly, is it that triggers a man or woman’s self-
directed learning efforts? For instance, an acquaintance of mine is working hard to become 
adept at karate. What is it that moves her to put in hours and hours of practice? A close friend is 
struggling night after night, and often on weekends, to improve the way in which he instructs, 
manages and evaluates the people who work for him. What is it that moves him to sacrifice like 
this? My son, Michael, is passionate in his effort to learn how to become a great basketball 
player. He spends every spare moment on the court in our front yard, dribbling, rebounding and 
shooting hoops. What is it that moves him to this herculean effort? 

Probably no one knows all the reasons that spark an individual to begin a self-directed 
learning effort. This subject is too vast, and assuredly too complex for anyone to give a definitive 
answer to this question. That’s okay. The purpose of this paper is not to explain in detail what 
motivates people to learn. There is no reason here to try to increase your intellectual 
understanding of the learning process. Rather, my intention here is to show you some of the 
practical ways you can begin your own learning efforts. My hope is that when you see clearly 
the various ways people most often trigger their own self-directed learning efforts, you will be 
able to activate your own learning whenever you have the need to improve your skills. 

FIVE LEARNING TRIGGERS... 

Your learning process can be sparked by one or more of five different learning triggers: (1) 
curiosity, (2) inspiration, (3) aspiration, (4) disconfirmation and/or (5) fear. 

 
1. CURIOSITY 

 
  
   
Webster defines curiosity as “the longing to learn or know...” As such, curiosity is an attitude, a 
piece of your personality that predisposes you to be incessantly inquisitive, constantly 
searching. Your curiosity is like the migratory impulse of a Canadian goose; it is what sets you 
in motion toward a distant target at just the right moment. More specifically, curiosity is the art 
and the act of searching for answers to the basic learning questions “how?” and “why.” For our 
purposes, it is enough to say that curiosity — as the need to know how things work and why 
they happen — is a major spark for, and part of, self-directed learning. It is the attitude that 
carries you continually forward, constantly looking for a better fit to the puzzle pieces of life that 
you are holding. 

 

 



 

 

 

 
2. INSPIRATION 

 
  
   
Like curiosity, inspiration is an internal state. Not so much an attitude toward life, inspiration 
instead is a cast of mind. It is a place inside you, that spot where you quietly but passionately 
long to be like someone else. This desire to be like someone whom you admire acts as an 
internal beacon, incessantly pulling you forward. The German poet Rilke saw inspiration acting 
like this: 

My eyes already touch the sunny hill 

going far ahead of the road I have begun: 

so we are grasped by what we cannot grasp 

It has its inner light, even from a distance. 

As you can see, inspiration is a state of continual awareness, consciousness of the lovely, 
glorious possibility of who you could be, which constantly pulls you toward it. In this sense, 
inspiration is a desire evoked by an internalized wish to be like someone else. Michael Jordan, 
for example, is the image Gatorade offers you in its “Be Like Mike” commercials. They are 
hoping to inspire you, and, at the same time, convince you that to be like Mike you need to drink 
their drink. 

 
3. ASPIRATION 

 
  
   
While inspiration, as a learning trigger, is an internal state that pulls you toward being better in 
some glorious, but ultimately vague way, aspiration, as a learning trigger, is an internal state 
that prods you toward being better in some very precise way. You aspire to be a very specific 
thing, say a great salesperson, a CEO of a Fortune 500 company, or an Olympic hundred meter 
dash champion. Aspiration is an internal drive pushing you to be, or have, something very 
important and specific to you which you presently are not or do not have. 

 
4. DISCONFIRMATION 

 
  
   
As a learning trigger, disconfirmation is the blow you receive to your self-image and/or self-
esteem. Disconfirmation comes from those events that “force” you to realize that you, for your 
friends, may not be the person you think you are. Or it is the crisis that lets you know that if you 
continue behaving at work as you usually do, you will not get the promotion for which you have 
been hoping. No matter why it comes, disconfirmation, as a learning trigger, is a wake-up call 
telling you that continuing to act as you have in the past will not get you the results you want in 
the future. 

 
5. FEAR 

 
  
   
Fear is a distressing emotion, aroused by impending pain, danger, loss or failure. Fear is the 
emotion that galvanizes the body’s “flight or fight” reactions. When aroused in both the right way 
and to the right level, fear can be a major learning trigger. Fear pushes you to try to avoid 
whatever impending danger you are anticipating. Fear is one of life’s major traffic signs, warning 
you to watch out, forcing you to recognize that should you continue on as you have been you 
will cause yourself pain. Thus, for self-directed learning, fear is like the starter’s gun at the 



 

 

 

beginning of a fifty-meter sprint: it tells you in unmistakable terms that you had better get your 
ass in gear. 

USING LEARNING TRIGGERS... 

Real life is such that most of us are either too busy or too tired to start much self-directed 
learning. We’re at our desk working, at our daughter’s soccer game, cheering her on, or 
sweatingly mowing the vast expanses of our front lawn — anywhere doing anything other than 
quietly and calmly organizing our self-directed learning efforts. This constant motion and swirling 
activity is what our lives seemingly demand. 

However, if you have the inclination, or the need, each of the five learning triggers 
mentioned above can be used to start your own learning effort. These triggers can ignite you, 
set you moving, let you start your own learning engine. Looked at from another angle, these five 
learning triggers are the doorways through which you can walk to begin learning whatever it is 
you need or want to master. 

Curiosity is an attitude each of us possesses. Innately. It is the trigger that energized each 
of us as babies while we were learning to walk. Curiosity drove us to crawl into mamma’s 
cupboards and put us, beaming, into daddy’s shoes. None of us has lost this quality, this 
attitude. It is there inside you, waiting, like the light switch on a living room wall. You can easily 
turn it on whenever you have the need to learn. You can use curiosity, simply by turning it on 
and letting it lead you into the adventure of learning. It is as easy as following as your nose. 

Inspiration also is a quality each of us possesses. Naturally. It, however, is a little harder to 
employ as a trigger for learning. Before inspiration can move you to learn, you have to cultivate 
desire. You have to awaken a deep longing for something not now part of your life that you 
would like to have, or be. Using inspiration as a doorway to self-directed learning is a lot like 
farming must have been for the early pioneers. For them, as there will be for you, there was a 
lot of spade work to do before the real work began. Their land had to be cleared before their 
planting could begin. Likewise, this trigger requires you to cultivate a captivating vision within 
before inspiration can act as a useful learning trigger. 

So too with aspiration. Before this quality of mind can become a learning trigger, you have 
to have a goal in mind. Having the goal is what activates your ambition. This longing to become 
what you are not yet, or to own what you have yet to possess, is what sets you in motion. And 
this motion, this push toward your highly prized goal, is what sets you up to want to learn. 

Disconfirmation is an important learning trigger, but a difficult one to use. Disconfirmation 
comes as a shock. When you are disconfirmed, you may be stunned. You could be 
embarrassed or ashamed. Sometimes humiliated. No nice feelings go along with 
disconfirmation So the trick with this learning trigger is to figure out how you can hold yourself 
open to the learning opportunity at hand, even though basically you want to turn and run, It is 
worthwhile trying to master this learning trigger because, of all the learning triggers discussed, 
this is the one most closely associated with your life as you presently live it. 

Fear can be a useful learning trigger because, if surfaced early enough, it can provide you 
with a clear indication of exactly what you need to learn. You usually are afraid because you are 
worried that you will not know how to do whatever needs doing. Thus, fear is a good indicator of 
your learning needs. But, it is one of the toughest to capitalize on because, to use it, you must 
push into what you are afraid of, instead of avoiding or running away from it. 



 

 

 

These five learning triggers are offered as ways of encouraging you in your self-directed 
learning efforts, Seen and used in the right way, each of them is like the combination to a safe in 
which a serious fortune is secured. These triggers are codes that allow you to unlock the 
mysteries of your best self-directed learning efforts. Use them. Play with them. Let them teach 
you just how to make yourself more skilled in your own learning. 

 


