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Introduction

It is an established belief that students experience difficulties in learning when the learning goals are not clear to them. Data collected in a study of university students' learning difficulties (Ho, Chan, Sun and Yan, 2003) suggest that students require clarification of learning goals of two types: those related to the programme and those related to the learning tasks that students have to undertake.

In attempting to assist students to set appropriate learning goals, the Learning to Learn Project has developed a student workbook “Getting the Most Out of the University: Becoming a Preferred Graduate and a Successful Learner”. In conjunction with the 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.
Helping Students Set Learning Goals
[image: image4.png](Back



It is an established belief that students experience difficulties in learning when the learning goals are not clear to them. Data collected in a study of university students' learning difficulties (Ho, Chan, Sun and Yan, 2003) suggest that students require clarification of learning goals of two types: those related to the programme and those related to the learning tasks that students have to undertake.

Learning difficulties arising from lack of appreciation of programme goals

An important finding of the study is that a lot of students’ frustration and de-motivation arise out of mismatches between students’ expectation of the programme and the goals of the programme intended by teachers. One common deleterious misconception among students is a 'technician' mentality – expect to be trained as craftsmen possessing all the hands-on skills. Complaints about the curriculum as being too theoretical and not practical enough are frequent across departments. Another common de-motivating factor is associated with students’ inabilities to appreciate the relevance of certain subjects and the relationship among subjects in a programme. For example, many engineering students interviewed in the study queried the reasons for studying economics. These students obviously have little understanding of the engineering professional and hence are unable to appreciate the learning goals of the ‘non-science’ subjects in an engineering curriculum. Such phenomena have become widespread upon the move towards broadening curricular and also the introduction of credit-based system whereby more subjects are taught by servicing departments.

Students need orientation to acquaint them with the programme goals and the rationale behind the course design so that they can establish appropriate learning goals for their study in the programme. 

Learning difficulties with specific learning tasks

Many students reported that they were unable to learn effectively in specific tasks such as practicum, open-ended discussion, problem-based learning, role-play, projects… etc. All these are more student-centred activities that require students to learn actively rather than to be taught passively. In many of the student-centred learning tasks, there are two types of learning objectives involved: the 'academic' objectives, which are related to the learning of the subject matter; and the 'developmental' objectives, which are related to the development of useful process skills and higher order cognitive abilities. For example, in group projects, students are expected to develop skills of decision making, communication, team work, leadership, etc. as well as to work on the academic problem; and in problem-based learning, students are supposed to develop their abilities for independent study, analysing issues, and resolving real-life problems. 

Students have been used to the learning of subject matter since their secondary schooling, but most of them have little experience with the learning of generic cognitive abilities and process skills. Many of them do not even realise that they have to develop other skills than knowing about the content. Given that they were unable to appreciate the learning goals of the learning task, they obviously will fail to achieve the intended learning outcomes.  

Reference: 

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: “Getting the Most Out of Your University”
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This workbook is designed to assist students to set appropriate learning goals. There are three sections in the workbook:
Section 1: Becoming a Successful Learner at university

This section induces students to realise the important attributes of a successful learners at university.

Section 2: Becoming a Preferred Graduate in… (a specific discipline)

This section clarifies to students the learning goals of their programme of study. It consists of a checklist that reveals to students the qualities of a preferred graduate in their future profession. By completing the checklist students are facilitated to reflect on their developmental needs.

Section 3: Getting the Most out of lectures/ tutorials/ practical work/ fieldwork/ projects/ presentations/ group work/ assignment

This section delineates the nature of the teaching and learning activities commonly used in university, and most importantly it points out to students what they should do in these activities, so that they can achieve the most both in terms of knowledge and skills.

The student workbook ‘Getting the Most Out of Your University’ is now available both in print version and on web.
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	Scenario A
	Orientation for new students

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. Presenting the programme goals
2. How far are you from being a preferred graduate?
3. Sharing your view of a preferred graduate
4. Personal Learning Goals Plan
5. Follow-up guidance of personal learning goals
	Many departments provide an orientation to their new students. This is the best opportunity to cultivate a concern about learning goals among new students.

You can choose to do some of the following activities according to the time and manpower available.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 1
	Presenting the programme goals
	30 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To promote students’ understanding of the learning goals by relating them with:

· The nature of their discipline, and

· The qualities of preferred graduates in their discipline



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Give students a short presentation with a focus on the learning goals (p.4 of the workbook) to help them:

· Acquire some basic ideas about your discipline/profession (p.2-3 of the workbook)

· Realize the qualities of a preferred graduate in your profession, and hence (p.2-3 of the workbook)

· Appreciate the learning goals for the programme (p.4 of the workbook)

AVOID focusing only on the syllabus / contents

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 2
	How far are you from being a preferred graduate?
	30 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To facilitate students to see how far they are from being a preferred graduate of their discipline, so that they can have a focus to improve themselves.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	1. Ask students to complete ‘Becoming a Preferred Graduate’ in your discipline (p.2-3 of the Workbook) at home or in class.  Note that longer time might be required and printouts should be ready if this is done in class. 

2. Discuss with students how to improve those qualities that they are not performing well. Suggested questions:

· What will you do to help students improve those qualities?

· What do students expect you to help them improve those qualities?

· What do you expect your students to do to improve the situation?



	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 3
	Sharing your view of a preferred graduate
	20 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To provide an opportunity for students to find out about the qualities of a preferred graduate, thus making their learning activities meaningful to them so that they would be more motivated in participating in those activities.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Ask students to think individually about a question concerning the qualities of a preferred graduate. Here are some sample questions:

· What kind of knowledge do you need?

· What other qualities do you need apart from possessing knowledge in your field?

· What would be the ten most important qualities?

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 4
	Personal Learning Goals Plan
	20 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To provide an opportunity for students to set their own goal to which they may work toward.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Ask students to complete a “Personal Learning Goals Plan” (see appendix p.14) based on their answers to Activity 3.

If time allows, ask them to share their plan with their neighbours.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 5
	Follow-up guidance of personal learning goals
	30 min.
	1-5

	
	Objective:
To reinforce actions for the attainment of the goals set in Activity 4.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	· Review the attainment of the Personal Learning Goals Plan in mentoring meetings (if the department has a mentor system)

	
	


	Scenario B
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	Quick link to activities
1. Presenting learning goals of your subject
2. How far are you from being a preferred graduate?
3. The relevance of your subject to your career
4. Learning goals of your subject activities
5. Goals attainment check
6. ‘Jigsaw classroom’ for learning goals
7. Concerns about the learning goals
	Lecturers commonly use some time in the first session to introduce the subject. It will be most useful if the introduction can go beyond the syllabus and timetable to highlight the learning goals.

You can choose to do some of the following activities according to the time available.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 1
	Presenting learning goals of your subject
	20 min.
	Any

	(shorten this if it has been done in the orientation)
	Objective:
To relate students’ learning goals with:

· The nature of their discipline, and

· The qualities of preferred graduates in their discipline

so that they can have a better understanding of the learning goals



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Give students a brief overview of the learning goals of a subject and relate them with:

· The nature of their discipline, and

· The qualities of preferred graduates in their discipline 

(p.2-3 of the Workbook)

AVOID focusing only on the syllabus / contents



	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 2
	How far are you from being a preferred graduate?
	30 min.
	Any

	(if this has not been done before)
	Please refer to Scenario A: Orientation for new students – Activity 2


	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 3
	The relevance of your subject to your career
	20 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Introduce the syllabus with an emphasis on how the subject contributes to the overall professional knowledge for a preferred graduate in the discipline.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Motivate students by making the relevance of the topics obvious, ideally with examples of how the knowledge is used in the field.



	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 4
	Learning goals of your subject activities
	20 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Reinforce to students that the different learning activities are meant to help them develop a range of qualities alongside learning academic knowledge.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Tell students about the learning goals of the major activities in your subject – lectures, tutorials, fieldwork, group project, presentation… 

e.g.

· Developing team work skills and leadership abilities in group projects

· Sharpening thinking and communication abilities through participating in tutorial discussions

After your briefing, it is highly recommended to allow some time for students to discuss the learning goals among themselves. Activities 5-7 are some possible ways of doing this.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 5
	Goals attainment check
	20 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Explore ways to attain the learning goals of each activity.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Ask students to turn to their neighbours to work in groups of three on the selected checklists (available in the workbook, section 3).

Note: Allow about 10 minutes for each worksheet. You can choose to do one or more worksheets according to your need and the time available.



	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 6
	‘Jigsaw classroom’ in learning goals
	40 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Explore ways to attain the learning goals of each activity.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Ask students in each row to number themselves 1, 2, 3, 1, 2, 3… etc. The 1s individually work on the checklist of one activity, the 2s on another, etc. (checklists available in the workbook, section 3) Allow 5-10 minutes.

Then ask students to turn to their neighbours to form into groups containing 1, 2 and 3. Each student in a group will explain to the other two about the checklist that he/she has done.



	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 7
	Concerns about the learning goals
	40 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Clarify and resolve concerns about learning goals. This clears away some obstacles that prevent students from working towards those goals.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Ask the 3-member groups above to brainstorm concerns they have about the learning goals. Write their questions one a piece of paper (you may allow them to write in any language).

Students’ concerns can be handled in a number of ways, e.g.

· Collected to inform lecturers of students’ concerns.

· Invite some groups to read out their concerns for a discussion in class.

· Ask the groups to exchange their question sheets; each group will discuss another group’s problems. Then invite some groups to present their suggestions for addressing the concerns.
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	Scenario C
	Launching a teaching/learning activity

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. Start with goals
2. Briefing on the learning activities
3. Concerns about achieving the goals

	Most of the teaching and learning activities in university are new to school leavers. In order that students can get the most out of the learning activities, they should be given appropriate orientation before starting on an activity.

Briefing is usually given for ‘special’ learning activities such as project and fieldwork. It is strongly recommended that briefing be also given for ‘common’ activities such as tutorials, and even writing of laboratory reports (as suggested by students in the survey).


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 1
	Start with goals
	30 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Engage students in thinking about their learning such that they would be alerted to the purposes of the activity and what they could do to achieve those goals.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Start the activity with students working on the relevant worksheet in Section 3 of the “Getting the Most” workbook.

Allow adequate time for the group discussion (10-15 min.)

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 2
	Briefing on the learning activities
	30 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Shed light on the ‘attainables’ of academic activities by linking them to the qualities of a preferred graduate, so that students could see what they are to do at this moment in perspective of their career in future, thus be motivated to give effort to get the most of out it.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	In the briefing, emphasis should be placed on:

a. The learning goals, relating them to the achievement of the qualities of a preferred graduate

b. The design of the learning activity which is inductive to the development of the qualities, e.g. the use of ill-defined problems engages students in exercising and developing their problem solving skills; open-ended discussion in tutorials encourages critical thinking etc.

c. Advise on how to achieve the learning goals

It will be most useful if the briefing is conducted in a discussion mode. If students have already worked through the corresponding checklists in the workbook, you can invite them to give opinions, particularly for item (c).

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 3
	Concerns about achieving the goals
	40 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Clarify and resolve students’ concerns about learning goals. This clears away some obstacles that prevent students from working towards those goals.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	After the briefing, tell students to form into the 3-member groups again to brainstorm concerns that they have about achieving the learning goals.

Students’ concerns can be handled in a number of ways, e.g.:

· Collected to inform lecturers of students concerns.

· Invite some groups to read out their concerns for a discussion in class.

· Ask the groups to exchange their question sheets; each group will discuss another group’s problems. Then invite some groups to present their suggestions for addressing the concerns.
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	Scenario D
	Mentors counselling

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. 60 seconds to consolidate programme goals
2. Steps toward achieving university learning goals
3. Programme goals reviews in upper class
4. Portfolio: Preferred graduate development 


	Some departments have mentor system for their students. Mentors usually take care of their mentees throughout the three years and meet with them a few times in a year, either individually or in a small group.

Mentor meetings are very good opportunities for counselling students towards learning goals. Mentors will function as a learning consultant in the meeting. The following suggests four activities for this purpose.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 1
	60 seconds to consolidate programme goals
	40 min.
	10-15

	
	Objective:
To help students articulate their understanding of the programme goals and the methods to achieve them.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	See ’60 seconds to consolidate programme goals’ for a detail description of the activity (p.13).

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 2
	Steps toward achieving university learning goals
	60 min.
	10-15

	
	Objective:
a. To encourage students to identify their strengths and weaknesses in achieving university learning goals

b. To emphasis the need for a commitment to achievement on the part of the students



	
	Suggested method:

	
	See ‘Steps toward achieving university learning goals’ for a detail description of the activity (p.14).

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 3
	Programme goals reviews in upper class
	60 min.
	10-15

	
	Objective:
a. To help students explore their experience (both good and bad) in achieving programme goals

b. To organise students to figure out some means for solving their problems in achieving programme goals



	
	Suggested method:

	
	See ‘Programme goals reviews in upper class’ for a detail description of the activity (p.15).


	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Activity 4
	Portfolio: Preferred graduate development
	60 min.
	10-15

	
	Objective:
To engage students in a longitudinal reflective review of personal development.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	See ‘Portfolio: Preferred graduate development’ for a detail description of the activity (p.16).

	
	


Appendix
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	1. 60s to consolidate programme goals
2. Steps toward achieving university learning goals
3. Programme goals review in upper class
4. Portfolio: preferred graduate development
5. Personal Learning Goals Plan
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60s to consolidate programme goals

	Objectives
	To help students articulate their understanding of the programme goals and the methods to achieve them



	Suggested Procedure
	1) Refer students to the “Getting the Most out of your University” workbook. Draw attention to:

a) The list of qualities of a preferred graduate (Section 2), and

b) The learning goals for the various learning activities (Section 3)

2) Students pick one quality of a preferred graduate in turn and talk about it for at least 1 minute. Their talks should address these questions:

a) Describe some characteristics of this quality

b) Why is this quality important for a preferred graduate in your profession?

c) How can you make use of the various learning activities in the programme to achieve the quality?

d) Describe undesirable things which students commonly do in the various learning activities which hamper the development of the quality

3) After a minute, invite the group members for their comments and suggestions.

4) Students go round again until all the qualities have been covered.



	Remarks
	This activity is most useful for first year students. But will also be useful for senior students.



Steps toward achieving university learning goals

	Objectives
	a. To encourage students to identify their strengths and weaknesses in achieving university learning goals

b. To emphasis the need for a commitment to achievement on the part of the students



	Suggested Procedure
	1) Refer students to the “Getting the Most out of your University” workbook. Draw attention to:

a) The list of qualities of a preferred graduate (Section 2), and

b) The learning goals for the various learning activities (Section 3)

2) Ask each student to list 3 strengths that they possess that will be useful to achieving any specific learning goals.

3) Share the strengths with the group members (2 minutes per student).

4) Ask each student to write another list consisting of 3 weaknesses which are hampering the achievement of certain learning goals, e.g. reluctance to raise questions or voice ideas, afraid to take leadership in group work.

a) Then list 5 steps toward overcoming their weakness such that they can work towards the learning goals.

5) Encourage students to support each other to overcome their weaknesses by sharing their thoughts within the group and inviting other members for their comments and suggestions.

6) As a final step, ask each student to fill in the Personal Learning Goals Plan (Appendix 5, p.17).

7) Arrange a review of progress based on their Personal Learning Goals Plan.



	Remarks
	This activity is more suitable for new students.



Programme goals reviews in upper class

	Objectives
	a. To help students explore their experience (both good and bad) in achieving programme goals

b. To organise students to figure out some means for solving their problems in achieving programme goals



	Suggested Procedure
	1) Refer students to the “Getting the Most out of your University” workbook. Draw attention to:

a) The list of qualities of a preferred graduate (Section 2), and

b) The learning goals for the various learning activities (Section 3)

2) Ask each student to identify the qualities that he/she is making good/satisfactory progress in achieving.

3) Share the successful experience with the group members (2 minutes per student).

4) Ask each student to identify the qualities that he/she encounters difficulties in achieving. Advise them to reflect on the following questions:

a) What are your difficulties in achieving these qualities?

b) What have you done in an attempt to achieve the quality but failed? Do you know why it did not work out well?

c) Any of the good experiences presented in the previous activity would give you some ideas for improving?

5) Encourage students to support each other to overcome their difficulties by sharing their thoughts within the group and inviting other members for their comments and suggestions.

6) As a final step, ask each student to fill in the Personal Learning Goals Plan (Appendix 5, p.17).

7) Arrange a review of progress based on their Personal Learning Goals Plan.



	Remarks
	This activity can be used from time to time over the three years of study.



Portfolio: Preferred graduate development

	Objectives
	To engage students in a longitudinal reflective review of personal development



	Suggested Procedure
	1) Provide new students with an orientation to the qualities of a preferred graduate and the learning goals of the programme.

2) At the beginning of their first year ask new students to read through the table “Becoming a Preferred Graduate in (your discipline)” (section 2 of the workbook) and to complete the self-evaluation on the rightmost column.

3) Ask students to repeat completing the self-evaluation checklist at different stages of their study on the programme, e.g.:

a) At the beginning of each academic year, or

b) At the time of each meeting with the mentor (if this is not frequent)

c) When they finish their study in the programme

Note: students should be kept blind from their previous answer

4) Students by comparing their new answers to the previous ones:

a) Write a short reflective summary of their development as a preferred graduate in the discipline. (Allow them to write in any language to encourage serious reflection)

b) Complete the Personal Learning Goals Plan (Appendix 5, p.17) for further development

5) It is possible that some students rate themselves lower than the first time in the subsequent rounds. One reason is that they developed more matured insight about a particular quality.

In such cases, ask the student to reflect on the following questions:

a) What was your understanding about this quality when you completed the checklist last time? What is your understanding now?

b) What has made you developed your understanding about this quality?

c) Given this new understanding, would you suggest new strategies to achieve this quality in the programme?



	Remarks
	Somebody in the department should be charged with the responsibility of reminding and organising the various rounds of checklist rating.

It will work best if the department can institute a system of recognising students’ reflection on their personal development.


Personal Learning Goals Plan

Name:






Programme of study:

Mentor:





Date of setting plan:

Refer to the “Getting the Most Out of Your University: Becoming a Preferred Graduate and a Successful Learner” when drawing your plan.

	My learning goals in order of priority
	I shall do the following to help me achieve the learning goals
	Evidence that can show that I have achieved the goals
	How well have I achieved the goals? How can I develop further?

	
	
	
	Evaluation 1 / Date:
	Evaluation 2 / Date:

	1.
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	2.
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	3.
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	4.
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� ‘Getting the Most Out of Your University’ is one of a series of three workbooks by the Learning to Learn project team. Also available are the ‘For the Success of Your Study’ workbook and ‘Working Your Way through a Group Project’ workbook.
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