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 FOREWORD

THE YEAR WAS 1976, disco was king, bell-bottoms brushed the high school 
hallways, and we were students at Arvada West High School in Arvada, CO. We were 
the guinea pig students for a brand new class off ered for gifted and talented learners. 
George Betts and Jolene Kercher were our instructors in this journey. Th is was noth-
ing like any other class we had ever taken. Th ere was no course outline, no set curricu-
lum, and the students were expected to direct their own learning and set the direction 
of their course. Th is class did not just focus on the academic, but also the social and 
emotional components of being a successful person in society. Were we really going to 
be allowed to direct our own learning? Figure out how we were supposed to be evalu-
ated? Be treated like responsible adults?

Th is was the birthing room of the Autonomous Learner Model (ALM). George 
and Jolene were our guides on the side as we fi gured out what we wanted to learn 
and how we would demonstrate mastery. We moved through Orientation, Individual 
Development, Enrichment, Seminars, and In-Depth Study. We found our passions 
and explored possible careers. Problem-solving strategies were introduced and mas-
tered. Learning took place both in the classroom and outside the school, where we 
found our own mentors and took our education to a whole new level. We moved 
from teacher-directed/teacher-evaluated learning to becoming self-directed learners. 
We challenged ourselves and pushed each other to dig deeper and take risks. 

Th e skills we learned in ALM extended far past high school graduation. We were 
allowed to set our own goals, determine what was needed to reach those goals, and 
then actually put those plans into motion. Th ese lifelong skills carried into our careers 
and our parenting. Our daughters grew up going to every one of the ALM conferences 
and were immersed in the model. Both were surrounded with teachers who taught 
ALM classes, and the girls knew all the parts of the model before they were out of 
second grade. Th ey negotiated with their teachers and pursued their own passions. 
Th rough the ALM, they became self-starters and are successful in their personal and 
professional lives. 

Karen has used the ALM in gifted classrooms, regular classrooms, with adult learn-
ers, as well as in the school library. Although the model started out as a curriculum 
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for gifted high school students, we found it works with toddlers all the way through 
adulthood. We are now exploring what “ALM—Th e Retirement Years” looks like!

Th e Autonomous Learner Model has always focused on the whole child, includ-
ing the social, emotional, and intellectual/cognitive parts of the learner. Th is new 
revised edition adds the physical (health) domain. Th is book will be a valuable resource 
for educators, families involved in homeschool education, parents, and anyone who 
wants to learn how to be a lifelong learner. Questionnaires, checklists, and loads of 
activities will all aid in making the model easy and practical to implement. Th e ALM 
can mesh with any existing topic or subject. It looks beyond the set curriculum and 
shows us how the student can take control of their own acquisition and mastery of 
the subject matter. 

Robin Carey and Blanche Kapushion were directors of gifted and talented pro-
grams for large school districts in Colorado. Th ey introduced the ALM to a wide vari-
ety of students, parents, and instructors. Th eir unique perspectives bring a practical 
and hands-on approach as a result of using the model in their own school districts’ 
classrooms. 

Utilizing the Autonomous Learner Model allows any learner of any age to obtain 
the skills necessary to fi nd out what their passion is and to go after it. We can all wish 
upon a star and make our dreams come true with the ALM!

—Brian and Karen Larsen
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 INTRODUCTION

If a child is to become a self-directed, lifelong learner, the learner must 
become the center of the learning and living process.—George Betts

SO MANY LEADERS, organizations, districts, and schools have searched for the 
solutions to address increasingly negative opinions regarding public schools and the 
rise in popularity of charter and homeschooling options, but none of the eff orts seem 
to be truly successful. Th e reason may be extremely simple, hard to understand, and 
even more diffi  cult to implement. We still live in a world where we choose to deliver 
education “to children and youth,” rather than “with children and youth.”

Th e Autonomous Learner Model (ALM) is the fi rst model in the education of the 
gifted and talented that focuses on the whole child. Th is includes the social, emotional, 
intellectual/cognitive, and physical (health) domains. Most approaches in gifted edu-
cation are developed for teachers and counselors to deliver curriculum “to” gifted 
and high-potential learners. Curriculum developed by educators will never provide a 
learning and living environment for the gifted and talented. Children and youth are 
gifted 24/7 and need a complete approach to learning and living in the school setting, 
at home, and in the community. 

Th e ALM was conceived in 1976 by students who were given complete control 
as they developed an appropriate approach for their learning. Some of the students 
were successful in school while others were dropping out or had dropped out. A daily 
one-hour course was scheduled and two teachers were selected to “facilitate” this new 
journey. No one knew exactly what would be developed and that was what made this 
so exciting. Learning without a specifi c curriculum and without boundaries was not 
heard of. We continue to need a system that is student-based, instead of one that is led 
by educators without direction and input from students. Learners, given the oppor-
tunity, will discover the skills, concepts, attitudes, and abilities necessary for lifelong, 
autonomous learning. Th rough this process, defi nitions of autonomous learners are 
developed, modifi ed, and applied throughout the years. Th e ALM remains a viable 
model for gifted and talented learners today. 

Th e ALM presented here (Figure 0.1) is the latest of three major modifi cations. 
Although the aff ective domain was a major component of the model, it was not until 
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this third modifi cation that it was included with the intellectual/cognitive domain. It 
is also becoming more evident in our society that emphasis needs to be placed on the 
physical (health) domain of learning and living. Th is modifi cation connects the four 
domains within the fi ve dimensions of the ALM, focusing on the growth and devel-
opment of the whole child. Th e following defi nition is now embedded into the fi ve 
major dimensions of the ALM.

Autonomous Learner Defi nition
Autonomous learners perceive learning and living as two main components of their 

ongoing development of potential in the cognitive, emotional, social, and physical domains. 
Th eir motivation comes from within, they internalize skills, and passion learning is their 
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Figure 0.1. Th e fi ve dimensions of the Autonomous Learner Model. 
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learner development. Th ese domains are not separate; rather, they are fl uid and inter-
act with each other, infl uencing learner development (see Figure 0.9).

 • Emotional Domain: Experiencing the emotions and feelings of everyday living 
and the awareness of the emotions on self and others.

 • Social Domain: Awareness of how one interacts or behaves with others and 
the eff ect of the interactions on self and others.

 • Intellectual/Cognitive Domain: Ability to obtain or create new knowledge 
through critical thinking, problem solving, application, and synthesis.

 • Physical (Health) Domain: Ability to understand and practice appropriate 
habits that support positive physical, mental, social, and emotional develop-
ment through nutrition and movement.

Most of the time in school, teachers are required to focus on the intellectual/cog-
nitive area of learning, but if we are looking at the whole child, it is necessary to pay 
close attention to the emotional, social, intellectual/cognitive, and physical (health) 
domains of learning. If one or more of these domains are not addressed, learners will 
not have the opportunity to fully develop. Unfortunately, most teachers and learners 
are not aware of the importance of all four domains and most curriculum elevates 
only one or two of them. Th e integration of all four domains within the fi ve dimen-
sions of the ALM enhances the growth and development of the learners who then 
become self-directed and autonomous. For example, in the activity Find Someone 
Who (Activity 6) in the Orientation Dimension, the learners experience not only 
the group-building area of the dimension, but also tap into the social, emotional, 
intellectual/cognitive, and physical (health) domains. Th e activity includes multiple 
opportunities for the learners to connect through all four of the domains. 

Autonomous
Learner

Intellectual/
Cognitive

Emotional

SocialPhysical
(Health)

Figure 0.9. Autonomous Learner Model.
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Summary
A major goal of all education is the development of the independent, self-directed, 

lifelong learner. Is learning ever completed? No! Th ere is always another mountain to 
climb, another problem to fi nd or solve, a new idea to be developed. 

 • Within the ALM, emphasis is placed on the whole child. Formal activities 
and informal involvement provide learning in the emotional, social, intellec-
tual/cognitive, and physical (health) domains of learning.

 • Learning is coupled with living to provide the entire experience.
 • Student to learner and teacher to facilitator:

  In most schools, teachers remain in the role of “dispensers of knowledge,” 
while students are the “consumers of knowledge.” Th rough the involve-
ment of the fi ve dimensions of the ALM, the students become “learners” 
and the teachers become “facilitators.”

  It is extremely diffi  cult for a student to become a learner if the teacher 
does not become a facilitator.

 • As students explore the path to becoming learners, it is essential for them to 
discover, develop, and apply their areas of learning and living strengths and 
abilities to the budding passions that occur through this process. Informal 
learning is as important as formal learning, and at times becomes the foun-
dation for the development of in-depth passion learning and self-developed 
projects. 

 • Th e Personalized Learner Plan is developed by learners with the facilitation 
of teachers. Th is process is ongoing as the learners become more involved in 
their learning. Th is plan is modifi ed at least once per semester by the learners 
to show growth in learning and living and to prepare the learners for new 
adventures.

 • Support is given to educators and families by providing appropriate informa-
tion and strategies through professional learning opportunities and parent 
seminars.

 • Learners optimize opportunities for fulfi llment toward becoming a fully 
functioning autonomous learner.
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