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Questions to help people decide what to learn



For the last few months, I’ve been working on and off on a way to help people evaluate their own learning & figure out what to learn next.

This past week I built a new iteration of this: https://questions.wizardzines.com, which today has 2 sets of questions:


	questions about UDP

	questions about sockets



It’s still a work in progress, but I’ve been working on this for quite a while so I wanted to write down how I got here.


the goal: help people learn on their own

First, let’s talk about my goal. I’m interested in helping people who are trying to learn on their own. I don’t have any specific materials I’m trying to teach – I want to help people learn what they want to learn.

I’ve done a lot of this by writing blog posts & zines, but I felt like I was missing something – were people really learning what they wanted to learn? How could they tell if they’d learned it?

I felt like I wanted some kind of “quiz” or “test”, but I wasn’t sure what it should look like.



formative assessment vs summative assessment

Let’s take a very quick detour into terminology. There are two kinds of assessment teachers use in school.

formative assessment: “evaluations used to modify teaching and learning activities to improve student attainment.”

summative assessment: used to determine grades

Grades are pretty pointless if you’re teaching yourself (who cares if you got an A in sockets?). But formative assessments! If you could take some kind of evaluation to help you decide what exactly you should teach yourself next! That seems more useful. So I got interested in building some kind of “formative assessment” tool.

(thanks to Sumana for reminding me of these terms!)



next step: ask on Twitter how people feel about quizzes

So I asked on Twitter (in this thread):


have you ever taken a class (online or offline!) where you were given a quiz first that you could use to check your understanding of the topic at the start? did it help you?



I got about 90 replies. Here are some themes I took away from the replies:


	quizzes remind many people of bad school experiences

	people like using quizzes if they can direct their own learning (“skip X section if I already know the thing”)

	one person said they took a quiz where they got a low score at the beginning and it helped them realize that they didn’t actually know the course content as well as they thought



One thing I learned from this is that being told you don’t know something is a bad experience for a lot of people.



idea: build flashcards you can learn from

My first idea was to reframe a test as a way to learn. So instead of it being something that tells you what you don’t know (which, so what?), it helps you learn something new!

So I built a few sets of flashcards about various topics. Here’s the first set I built, flashcards on containers, if you want to try it out.

If you didn’t try it – it looks like this:
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Basically – there are 14ish questions, you click the card to see the answer, and for each card you categorize it as “I knew that!”, “I learned something”, or “that’s confusing” (which is meant to be a kind of “other” category, where you didn’t know that and you didn’t learn anything).

The idea is that the answers contain enough information that you could actually learn a little bit from them, and hopefully be inspired to go learn more on your own if you’re interested.



good things about the flashcards

some of the positive feedback I got about the flashcards was:


	it’s fun

	people liked being able to reflect on what they learned by the end

	they were fast to complete (maybe 3-5 minutes)





problems with the flashcards

But there were some problems that were bothering me, too.


	the word “flashcards” has a lot baggage I didn’t want – it’s strongly associated with language learning / memorization. I don’t use flashcards at all myself so it didn’t really resonate with me.

	the format was constrained, and sometimes I wanted to include more information in the answer than there was space for

	the UI was a bit confusing, some people couldn’t figure out that you were supposed to click on the card to flip it.





people dislike questions that don’t match their mental model

Probably the most important thing I learned from making these flashcards is that it really matters how well the question matches the reader’s mental model.

I started out by writing questions by taking statements I’d normally make about a topic, and turning them into questions. Sometimes this really didn’t work.

Here’s an example of it not working: I think the statement “a HTTP request has 4 parts: a body, the headers, the request method, and the path being requested” is relatively unobjectionable. That how I think about what a HTTP request is.

But what if I ask you “what are the 4 parts of a HTTP request?” and the answer is “a body, the headers, the request method, and the URL being requested”? It turns out, that’s totally different!! Not everyone thinks about HTTP requests as having 4 parts – they might think of it has having 3 parts (the first line, the headers, and the body). Or 2 parts and 1 optional part (the first line, and the headers, and maybe an optional body). Or some other way! So it’s weird to be asked “what are the 4 parts of a HTTP request”.

There were a lot of other examples like this, where people reacted badly to some question I asked that didn’t match up with how they think about a topic. So I learned that if I’m asking a question, it gets held to a higher standard for how well it matches with the reader’s mental model than when making the same statement.

An example of what I think would be a better question here is “Does every HTTP request have headers?” (yes! the HTTP/1.1 RFC requires that the Host header be set!). But even that is maybe a little tricky – probably at least one HTTP/1.0 client implementation is out there in the world sending requests without headers, even though 99.99% of HTTP requests have headers.

Of course, it’s ok if the question/answer doesn’t match the reader’s mental model if their mental model is incorrect, but if their model is correct then I think it should match.



get rid of multiple choice

The other thing I learned from these flashcards is that a lot of people dislike multiple choice. I haven’t thought about this that much, but honestly I don’t really like multiple choice either so I decided to get rid of it.



next step: get reminded of The Little Schemer

I don’t remember why, but I’ve had The Little Schemer kicking around in my head for a while. I haven’t actually read the whole thing myself, but I kept hearing people talking about it. Here’s the first page of The Little Schemer, if you haven’t heard of it:

[image: ]
This reminded me a lot of what I was trying to do – there are questions and answers, but the goal isn’t for you to get all the questions “right”. Instead, I think the goal is for you to think about whether you know the answer yet or not and learn as you go.



switch to a side-by-side format

So, I kept a similar question/answer format, but switched to a side-by-side format, like the Little Schemer.

[image: ]

What I like about putting the questions & answers next to each other:


	you can see both at the same time, so you don’t forget what the question was

	it then makes more sense to just put all the questions & answers on the same page, so you can easily go back and look at the previous question if you want



Basically I like that it gives the reader more control, which I think is important.



call it “questions” instead of “flashcards”

I also renamed the project to “questions” because that’s really how I think about learning for myself – I don’t do “flashcards”, but I do constantly ask myself questions about topics I don’t understand, figure out the answers to those questions, and then repeat until I understand the topic as well as I want to.

But coming up with the right questions on your own is hard when you don’t a lot, so I’m hopeful that providing folks with a bunch of questions (and answers) to think about will help you decide what you want to learn next.



keep the “I learned something” button

When I released the first set of questions on UDP, I didn’t include an “I learned something” button, and I noticed something weird – a lot of people were tweeting things like “I got 8/10”, “I got 10/10”.

I was a bit worried about this because the whole idea was to help people identify things they could learn, so saying “I got 8/10” felt like it was focusing on the things you already knew and ignoring the most important thing – the 2 questions where maybe you could learn something new!

So I added an “I learned something!” button back to each question and spent way too much time building a fun SVG+CSS animation that played when you pressed the button. And so far it seems to have worked – I see more people commenting “I learned something” and less “I got 9/10”.



building small things is hard

As usual, building small simple things takes more time than I’d expect! The concept of “some questions and answers” seems really simple, but I’ve already learned a lot by building this and I think I still have a lot more to learn about this format.

But I’m excited to learn more, and I’d love to know your thoughts. Here it is again if you’d like to try it: https://questions.wizardzines.com.






Source: https://jvns.ca/blog/2020/06/14/questions-to-help-you-learn/
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