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Introduction

It is not uncommon to find university students relying on memorisation of information as a survival strategy in examinations. In a study into university students' learning difficulties (Ho, Chan, Sun and Yan, 2003), two causes for the reliance on rote learning were revealed: an inadequacy in cognitive abilities and a misconception about learning which focuses on quantity of information instead of quality of understanding. These findings bear two important implications on learning on learn: first, that development of cognitive abilities is of prime importance; and second, that development of learning abilities should start with helping students to change from a quantitative conception of learning to a qualitative one.

In attempting to assist students to achieve high level learning outcomes instead of rote learning, the Learning to Learn Project has developed a student workbook “For the Success of Your Study”. In conjunction with this student workbook, a Teacher Guide has also been developed where you will find examples of simple activities making use of the materials offered by the workbook in different scenarios
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Helping students achieve high level learning

It is not uncommon to find university students relying on memorisation of information as a survival strategy in examinations. In a study into university students' learning difficulties (Ho, Chan, Sun and Yan, 2003), two causes for the reliance on rote learning were revealed: an inadequacy in cognitive abilities and a misconception about learning which focuses on quantity of information instead of quality of understanding. These findings bear two important implications on learning on learn: first, that development of cognitive abilities is of prime importance; and second, that development of learning abilities should start with helping students to change from a quantitative conception of learning to a qualitative one.

Inadequacies in cognitive skills 

Cognitive abilities are essential for academic learning. Distressingly, quite a number of university students in the study reported that they experienced difficulties even in achieving basic understanding, particularly when abstract theories were involved. Abundant evidence suggests that many students were struggling with higher order thinking such as application, relating ideas and problem solving. Students admitted that they were handicapped in the higher order cognitive skills for achieving genuine understanding; therefore they retreated to rote learning as a survival strategy. The critical learning to learn need is therefore in enhancing students' cognitive abilities to achieve understanding with their own effort. 

Misconceptions about learning

Another reason pertaining to a reliance on memorisation of information is also evident in the interview data collected in this study. Students predominantly believed that being able to reproduce a lot of information is important for obtaining good grades. Many students reported, in many cases with grievances, that they found peers who had a good memory for more information were advantaged in examinations. At the same time, lecturers pointed out that students generally tended to write down a lot of facts while paying little attention to structuring the information to show meaning. This phenomenon resembles what Biggs (1999) classifies as a quantitative view of learning outcome, which focuses on quantity of information. In contrast to the quantitative conception is one which focuses on making sense and forming a conceptual framework for oneself – the qualitative conception. Students' perception that a lot of information is required could have originated from a quantitative conception of learning. Hence, the learning to learn need should be conceptualised as a need to change from a quantitative conception to a qualitative one. Students need to realise that quantity alone is not good learning and will not lead to good learning outcome. 
Reference: 

Biggs, J.B. (1999) Teaching for Quality Learning at University. Buckingham: SRHE and Open University Press. 

Ho, A.S.P., Chan, C.H., Sun, L. & Yan, Jackie (2003). Students’ perceived difficulties in learning and their implications for learning to learn. In J. Jones, O. Kwo, F.C.T. Moore (Eds.). Developing Learning Environments. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press.

Design of the workbook “For the Success of Your Study”
[image: image5.wmf]In attempting to assist students to achieve high level learning outcomes instead of rote learning, the Learning to Learn Project has developed a student workbook with the above title. There are two sections in the workbook:
Section 1: Conceptions of learning and approaches to learning 

This section, through challenging students with the questions of 'What is good learning?' and 'What is a good answer?' and taking them through a series of reflective activities, confronts students with the differences between a quantitative conception of learning and a qualitative one. It also involves students in reviewing their own approaches to learning. It concludes with engaging students in taking action plans to improve their own learning.

Section 2: Examples of good answers

This section contains examples of good answers which demonstrate various cognitive skills including: (please insert the ‘thinking tasks’ here).  The examples are annotated to show how the cognitive tasks are demonstrated in the answer. 

The student workbook ‘For the Success of Your Study’ is now available both in print version and on web.


	Scenario A
	Briefing students on grading criteria for assignments

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. What the grades mean?
2. Jigsaw classroom for learning outcomes
3. Introducing learning outcomes in-context
4. Assessing your own work
5. The importance of thinking in learning
	The three levels of learning outcomes of Unrelated Details, Relational Understanding and Extended Ideas, can be used as grading criteria for assignments or included as part of the criteria. When briefing students on the assignment, it is advisable to spend some time with them on the differences between the three levels.

You can choose to do one or more of the following activities according to the time available.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 1
	What the grades mean?
	20 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Promote understanding of grades in terms of learning outcomes.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Ask students to work in 3-member groups* to go through “What determines the grade of an answer?” in the “For the Success” workbook, p.4. This should include:

a. Completing activity 4.1, suggesting a grade for each answer, and

b. Reading 4.2 together to clarify among themselves the difference between the three levels of answers.

Solicit the majority opinion about the grades, e.g. by showing hands. Conduct a class discussion on the reasons for awarding the different grades.

* An easy way to put students to work in groups in large lecture theatre is to ask those sitting next to each other in a row to form into 3-member groups.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 2
	Jigsaw classroom for learning outcomes
	30 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
The purpose of this activity is to help students:

a. Understand the difference between the three levels of learning outcomes (non-toned columns of the tables 5.1 & 6.1).

b. Realise that to achieve the learning outcomes of Relational Understanding and Extended Ideas, it requires thinking about the relationships between information, and even beyond the given information (toned columns).



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Go over Table 5.1 and Table 6.1 in the “For the Success” workbook, p.5-6. It is better to engage students in studying the table themselves. An interesting method works this way:

1. Ask students in the rows to call out a number for themselves in this manner:

Odd number rows: 1, 2, 3, 4, 1, 2, 3, 4, 1, 2, 3, 4 and so on

Even number rows: 3, 4, 1, 2, 3, 4, 1, 2, 3, 4, 1, 2 and so on

2. Tell them to work in pairs to clarify the content of one table among the two of them. All the 1+2 work on Table 5.1 while all the 3+4 work on Table 6.1 After 10 min. the pairs change partners to become 2+3, and 4+1. (The students at the ends, turn around to form pairs with the single one in the next row)

3. In the new pairs, the two students will explain to each other the table that they have previously worked on.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 3
	Introducing learning outcomes in-context
	30 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Introduce the levels of learning outcomes in-context of the subject.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Select an example for each of the three levels of learning outcomes from an assignment that the class had done previously. Copy the three examples to the students and explain to them why they are judged to belong to their respective levels.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 4
	Assessing your own work
	30 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Give students the opportunity in assessing their own work based on the levels of learning outcomes.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Select an example for each of the three levels of learning outcomes from an assignment that the class had done previously. Ask students to judge the level of learning outcome that each of the samples has achieved.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 5
	The importance of thinking in learning
	10 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Emphasise to students the importance of thinking and assure them that the grading will reflect the depth of thinking demonstrated instead of the number of points listed.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Table 5.2 and Table 6.2 in the “For the Success” workbook can be used as starting points in learning how to think:

a. Evaluate one’s own thinking abilities by completing the checklists.

b. Recommend your students to study the ‘Examples of Good Answers’ at the back of the workbook in self-help study groups.

	
	




	Scenario B
	Providing feedback on students’ works

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. Assignment highlights
2. Bank of good answers
	If feedback can be provided with reference to the ‘thinking’ and the ‘cognitive structure’ of their work, it will be most helpful.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 1
	Assignment highlights
	30 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Provide comments on the answers to highlight how the answers demonstrate thinking and understanding.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	One possible approach to giving feedback is that described in the “For the Success” workbook (p.3-6). This approach provides students with detailed analysis of how a thinking process is recorded in the answer which students have found very useful. 

After each assignment, select a few good answers that demonstrate “Relational Understanding”, and if possible, “Extended Ideas”. Distribute copies of the good answers with comments to the class for reading, followed by discussion in class.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 2
	Bank of good answers
	N/A
	Any

	
	Objective:
To provide an ever-present reinforcer to encourage answers that demonstrate a deep approach to learning.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Keep the good answers and their comments from various assignments to build a bank of “Examples of Good Answers” for your subject. Make the bank available for student’s reference.

With collaboration from colleagues, you can also build a bank of “Example of Good Answers” for a programme.

	
	




	Scenario C
	Engaging students in self-evaluation of their learning

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. Have you done the following?
2. Thinking about learning
	Self-evaluation of one’s own learning is a very important means for personal development as a learner. Unfortunately, this is often overlooked.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 1
	Have you done the following?
	Assign.
	Any

	
	Objective:
a. To reinforce the message that you look for evidence of thinking.

b. To engage students in actively thinking about their own thinking process – a reflection which is very useful for enhancing thinking abilities.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Every time when you brief students for an assignment, you can ask students to check for themselves how well they have done the thinking tasks that are expected for the assignment. You can ask students to use a checklist such as that provided in the appendix for this purpose.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 2
	Thinking about learning
	1 sem.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To engage students in a reflection of their development as a good learner.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	1) At the beginning of the semester, ask students to complete the following:

a) ‘Learning to learn: thinking about learning’ (workbook, p.1)

b) ‘Are you working towards good learning?’ (workbook, p.7)

Note: Collect their answers otherwise they will lose them.

2) During the semester, attempt some of the other suggested activities to help students learn better.

3) At the end of the semester, ask them to complete the following:

a) ‘Learning to learn: RE-thinking about learning (workbook, p.9)

b) ‘Are you working towards good learning?’ (workbook, p.7)

Note: After they have completed these two tasks, return their previous answers to them

4) Ask students to compare their old and new answers to identify any changes in how they think about learning and in their ‘Deep Approach’ score and ‘Surface Approach’ score.

5) Arrange them into groups to discuss the following questions:

a) What have caused the changes?

b) How would you plan to improve your learning? (refer to the Learning to Learn workbooks for ideas)

	
	


Appendix

	1. Thinking for relational understanding and extended ideas: Have you done the following?



Thinking for Relational Understanding and Extended Ideas

Have you done the following?

Compare

How you done the following?

· Examine the objects / ideas to be compared carefully from all possible perspectives, e.g. dimension, time, function…

· Find out all the ways they are alike

· Find out all the ways in which they are different

· Explain the like and unlike qualities

· Summarise and draw conclusions from your findings of like and unlike qualities

Analyse

How you done the following?

· Find ways to break the problem into parts, e.g. using compare, contrast, categorise…

· Define each part clearly

· Find information related to each part and organise them

· Look across the information the various parts to see how they are related

· Give conclusion based on analysis

Apply

How you done the following?

· Identify the theories or knowledge which are relevant to the problem in question

· Explain how these theories or knowledge is relevant to the problem

· Based on these theories or knowledge, propose solutions to the problem

Generalise

How you done the following?

· Examine all the data available

· Identify common characteristics in the data set

· Check carefully for the special conditions which are associated with these common characteristics, e.g. common for girls but not boys

· Write a statement to clearly state the common characteristics and associated conditions

· Check against data again to see if the generalisation is wrong
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� ‘For the Success of Your Study’ is the one of a series of three workbooks by the Learning to Learn project team. Also available are the ‘Getting the Most Out of Your University’ workbook and ‘Working Your Way through a Group Project’ workbook.
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