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Chapter objectives

Each chapter begins with a short
overview of the chapter to aid
understanding and navigation.
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Activities

The activities help readers to understand
the ideas covered in each chapter.
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Margin notes

Notes in the margins highlight key points
throughout each chapter.
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Guided Toyr vii

Writing formally

Thinking questions

These questions encourage students to think
more deeply about the topics.

Examples

The examples provide further
explanation of the key ideas.

Summary

A concise summary at the end of each
chapter helps students to identify the most

important points covered in the chapter.

Glossary

At the end of each chapter a short glossary

defines the key terms and concepts.
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About Learning

The purpose of this book is to help you bacome the best learner you can be, Everything we know about
learning suggests that failure to learn well is averwhelmingly the result of going about leamning in the wrong
way. Your teachers will do their best to design classes that will help you to learn. But what you bring to this
situation is also very important.

tn this first chapter, we examine some of the things we know about leaming that might help you 1o be
aware of what you are doing, and to take control of it. We address:
= ideas about the nature of leaming;
« leaming approaches;
+  Learmning at university;

«  The learning process.

Ideas about the nature of learning

As we engage in any activity, we naturally form an idea about what we are % .
doing. We continually fit new information and ideas into what we already | We are continually,
. pnaking senseof 7

know, thus creating meaning and understanding and the ability to act in new

ot warld e
contexts. We also constantly test the value and usefulness of our .

understandings through action in the world. In turn, we create new meaning from the processes
and outcomes of these actions. Amazingly, all of this meaning making is mostly done without
us having to think about what we are doing. It is as automatic as our ability to walk and adjust
our balance and strength to meet different kinds of ground. However sometimes it is important
to becorme conscious of this process.

Thinking

Think of an activity that shows our ability both to make sense of the world, and to adjust to a
new situation automatically. Think of some activity where we need to consciously consider how
to approach a new task.

You have been involved in learning for a long time. As a natural result of this, you will have
formed an idea of what learning is. Your conception (idea) of learning has been a useful one.
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It has enabled you to graduate from high school or university and brought you to your
present study program. In the following Activity, we are asking you to think about what

your idea of learning is.

earning

o Leér_hihg i
 Learning is w
Learning is 1

new corrtext,

makes sense to me).

‘ause of what | have learned.
Note: Adapted from an activity designed by M. Buckridge, personal communication, January, 2006,

All of the statements above are typical understandings of learning. They have been
listed as the six conceptions of learning by Marton, Dall’Alba and Beaty (1993).

Marton, Dall’Alba and Beaty’s (1993) conceptions of learning are:

A Increasing one’s knowledge,

B Memorising and reproducing,

C  Applying,

D Understanding,

E  Seeing something in a different way,

T

- Changing as a person {pp. 283-4).
There are two good reasons for becoming aware of what we think learning is about:

1 What we think learning is is closely linked to the strategies and

. < approaches we use to learn;

“Studentswith-© 2 By becoming aware of what we think, we can change our approaches if
different:conceptions -
- of learfing tend to
use different
stratégies

new tasks require a new kind of learning.

As you can see from Table 1.1, quite different learning strategies are
usually associated with different ideas about learning,
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Table 1.1 Different learning strategies associated with different conceptions
of learning

Conception Learning strategies

If you thought about learning this way, then these are things you would

Learning means: most probably do in order to learn:

« Make a note of something;

A Increasing one's + highlight it in a text book;

knowiedge k ) o ) )
» listen to something, or read it, without taking further action.
» Develop a mnemonic (a rhyme, an association),

B. Memorising and » make a list of similar things;

reproducing + say it or write it over and over;

» test yourself or get others to test you.

» Practise applying it, initially in simple ways;
+ look for examples;
C. Applying + work on projects that require this new knowledge;
» use formulae to solve problems or do calculations;
+ practise using the knowledge in short answers or essays.

+ Think about the new knowledge actively in relation to what you
already know;

« consider how the new knowledge relates to what you know (is it
similar or different?);

+ write about it in your own words to darify it for yourself;

+ break it into parts and work out how the parts connect with each other;
L. Understanding « talk about it;

» find additional information about it;

» draw a concept map or mind map or other diagram connecting it with
other refated knowledge;

- engage in debates;

+ ook for ideas and information that might show it is wrong or
inadequate.

« Think actively about the implications in relation to your own

experience;
E. Seeing something in v find out about what this means for others;
a different way » consider whether this makes & difference 1o everyday taken-for-granted

ways of thinking;
+ look for how this changes other things you know.

o . « change your ways of behaving and/or understanding because of what
F. Changing as a you r%ow know:

ersorn L )
perso » see yourself and your relationship to others differently.

Note: Adapted frarm a table developed by M. Buckiidge, personal communication, January, 2006,
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A‘ctlwty Strategles mvolved in Ieammg

- ‘~'E~<amme Table 1.1 and tmk alﬂ the strategueq you “have ever used for teammg (i ymu
o don't understand what is meant by a pammular acuvsty, do not tick it as it means ycm
" have ot done It) ~

' ‘M«_H"Co back to' youa’ mmal mnmptlmn of leammg Ma’tgh it up with the main strategies
" assoc iated with'it

A ,Have you ti cked dk these& stralegles?
b Have you :'nd\ed mhm Strategles not included in your comceptron of learning?
¢ ﬂ:D}f\_Slder all the @trateg:m ypu,have ttcked, which ones do vou find most useful

-3 Why migh h:eré be a“ daffelence between one perso 1yeammg conception and
~ the strategi es he/she 1as. engaged ir-while |eammg7

b Why fright there be a dtﬁwence in Ieammg conception between people?

4 Tell the tutorial the main deas ymu dfsco«vered about Jearning conceptions and
o Ieammg stra‘tegles : o S

<K You have probably noticed that there is some relationship between
' Intertion shapes learning conception and the strategies employed in order to learn. One
how we learr reason for the close association is probably that both are linked to the
motivation or intention a student has in learning.

Students whose main intention is to just pass a course tend to employ strategies that
(in their own estimation) allow them to accumulate as much information as possible in
the shortest time. They use the strategies associated with learning conceptions A and B,
and perhaps also C. Their general aim is to reproduce the content in the course,

On the other hand, students whose intention to learn is based on their own interest in
the content of a course favour those strategies that enhance understanding. They are
likely to use strategies associated with the learning conceptions D, E and F. Their overall
aim is to find meaning. i

aning ®

Thinking %

‘ Are your learning strategies linked to your aim in studying? Think of particular courses.

Approaches to learning

Two broad approaches to learning have been described. Marton and Saljo (1984) named
these: surface and deep. The approaches indicate both the intention the student has in
learning and the strategies emploved as a means of fulfilling the intention.
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Students with a surface approach to learning are not interested in the

content, but in some extrinsic (outside of the task) factor. They may, for A student with a

.. . R . spproach
example, be aiming to just pass in order to obtain employment or they may be to learning airs b
studying because their parents expect it As a result of a lack of interest and L@'?z”lzif?;;'?“muif
. separate flems o
motivation, these students do not aim to understand the content, but to information,

reproduce it. They learn as if they were filing information in a computer. Each
new file is given a name and a place. However, the files are not linked. Such students also
have a poor search function. While they can easily retrieve a particular file, they find it
difficult or impossible to think about ideas that occur in different files.

Some students consistently employ a surface approach in their learning, However,
most students act in a much more strategic manner, using it only occasionally {e.g. when
they are not interested in a particular activity or when the task demands it).

Activity: Thinking about a surface approach to learning

1 What happens when you ask a person who has a surface approach 1o learning
why something occurs? Why do you get this response?

' d Can you think of anything you have learned with a surface approach? How did you
learn it?

3 How long do you find you can retain (keep) information you have learned with a
surface approach? ' '

Students who have a deep approach to learning are quite the opposite. Such S &
T T . - o . . A student with
students have an intrinsic (linked to the task itself) motivation or intention, feep approach
They want to find meaning in the content by: tor learning aims

rneaning
isirg

2

connections.

*  looking for connections between ideas; by emph
*  looking at the way ideas and information are organised;

+  examining how their new knowledge fits in with what they already know;
*«  critically assessing ideas and information.

The term ‘deep approach’ is usually reserved for speaking about students’ intentions
and strategies within an educational context. However, to reveal the importance of the
deep approach in creating meaning, understanding and enjoyment, it is useful to think of
it in terms of learning outside of an educational setting.

A student with a deep approach is like a well informed observer of a sporting event.
Such an observer not only recognises each player, but also notices how he/she adds to or
detracts from the game as a whole. Moreover, what is happening in the game is
connected to what has occurred in other games. The observer can thus assess what is so
exciting, interesting, or poor about the particular event being watched.
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Actw:ty Recognlsmg when we have a deep appmach to
knawledge e

1 Fmd someone @lse in thﬁ“ H‘mrai th} shams a sm“lic:u interest to you (e.g. fmotball
cricket, soccer, table tennis, ‘gymnastics; heavy metal music, travel, surfing etc).

2 Take one particular instance (e.g. a pamcuiar player; band; beach etc). Describe what
makes it memorable (or important).

3 Review with your partner how you descnbed the nﬁtanr e

a Did you describe the M“rstaﬂce by mak ing conm%tmm to what happened gt the
game or event or plam?" ‘

b Did you describe the metance by makmg mmnm tm/m m other games playem,
s events, places etc?

oo Did yourmake soime judgement by mmpanng piayera games events,
places etc?

4 Do you consider you have a deep approach 10 Ir_armng, dbOUt the topic you have
discussed?

Whether a student has the desire or intention to learn in a surface or deep manner
depends upon both the student and his/her educational environment. Cleazly students
have certain preferences for how they learn. The educational setting also encourages
students to take a particular approach to knowledge. If a course is structured to provide a
vast quantity of information, and if the assessment of the course is aimed at testing recall
(memory) of specific items of information, then students are led into taking a surface
approach to their learning. On the other hand, if a course aims to show how ideas and
information are connected, and if the assessment tests and encourages students to show
how ideas are linked, then students are encouraged to approach learning in a
deep manner.

: <% Every university course aims, to some extent, to encourage deep
. All university courses learning. While many courses require some memorising, this is always
require a deep expected to be carried out within the context of a general understanding

approach to learning, of the content

Although there is much variation in how particular courses are presented, the
underlying aim is to encourage deep learning by:
* leading students to see how ideas and information are linked;
*  encouraging students to become curious and interested in the content;
* enabling students to participate in discussion on course topics;
* developing student ability to display their knowledge of the course through
assessment that tests not just knowledge of information and ideas, but also how a
student has thought about and integrated (put together) these.
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"Tczgelher examine the bul%et—'
’deep learmng S : F e
Thi nk of: hmw you ieamf_d prewous y (e g-in hlgh schoo! Srin your dniversi ty in your
o home country) ls it the same or different from the bullet- point Irst? Be spec:tf

:jf ﬁt'.'!iﬁt'_'af' ijay-sj'{ha't"a_:'_un'iﬁér:sity_"'u's'es"tb‘ encoum gé’

It is important to reassess our conception of learning as we enter new contexts. In
particular, it is necessary to give thoughtful consideration to what kind of learning is
expected at university. University education places greater demands on all students as it,
quite rightly, challenges students to do more than they had previously. Domestic students
and overseas students who have succeeded at school by focusing on memorising discrete
(separate) pieces of information, especially, will find they have to transform how they
learn in order to be successful at university. Moreover, all students, no matter what their
preference is for an approach to learning, need to upgrade their learning skills to cope
with the more demanding context at university.

The learning process

Not surprisingly, there are number of theories (developed ideas) of what is significant in
learning. One theory, constructivism, places the idea that “it is the learner who constructs
knowledge” (Biggs, 1991, p. 2) at the centre of its explanation of learning,

The learner is at the centre of the two processes involved in understanding: taking in
new information and ideas, and trying them out in “the world”. This can be seen by
examining the five stages in learning at university:

Encounter or be introduced to the idea, ... or skill.

Get to know more about it.

Try it out for oneself.

Get feedback (response).

Reflect (think), adjust, try again (Toohey, 1999, p. 153).

Active engagement is required at each stage of learning. A student begins by %ﬁ}

taking in some new idea or information. At this stage the student can actively . Taking in new oy
: i’rwwledge i§ the:

learn by employing strategies appropriate for understanding. It will probably beginming of o aming
lead automatically to the need for further information, either because some

ideas need to be clarified, or out of an interest in pursuing the topic in greater depth.

However, learning is not complete until it is checked for compatibility with what
others understand. Our knowledge is communal, that is, it depends on our agreement as



8 Essential Academic Skills

a community on what counts as knowledge. Thus, once we have assimilated the new idea
or information, we need to try it out “in the world”. We do this most typically by
speaking or writing about it (we can also make it into music, or dance, or paint it ete).

& The feedback (response) we receive from either ourselves or others is a

Learming is enhanced - significant part of learning. If the feedback confirms our way of
- and developed by
teedback from the
relevant cornmunity. - others are puzzled or unsure, we need to continue learning,
of learners,

understanding, then our new knowledge becomes more thoroughly “ours”. If

Reflection deepens learning. It involves a conscious consideration of both
our own and other’s feedback. We can decide if we need to adjust our understanding,
alter how we present it, or how we apply it. Having incorporated the feedback we can
then try out our understanding in another context.

Activity: Féédrbaéki :

Di m:u% ‘the fol [owing que% ons: wmh me person swm g mex% to‘ ‘
1 Have you ever said sor Tethi ing and thie pérsonyou spmke to d;dr’

n'otj,uhderst’a hd it

a  How did you know ﬁwy had not undersmod?
b What did you do e:mn::e, you re owed thexr rcspan

2 Have you ever said m:)mmhlmg that you feﬂt was a,xr; t|'ng:ancl new &md the per%m y(:uu
-+ spoke to was excited by s :

' a How did they show ‘w dp{rprey "/a‘tedgwhia'ty: y,tiu;sai‘ {7 Gl
b What did you do wh,ari ywlhéara théir fé@dbéck’?_ L

With awareness of how you learn you can act to become the best learner possible:

*  Maintain interest and curiosity about the content you are learning.

+  Actively look for existing knowledge to help learn new ideas and information.

< Actively seek to link new knowledge to what you already know.

*  Actively seek learning strategies to enhance understanding,

*  Try out new knowledge by speaking or writing about it (or by other suitable means).

*  Listen to feedback.

*  Reflect on the feedback to find ways to adjust understanding or action.

*  Reach a point where you realise that you have made the knowledge “your own”, and

that you can use it in new contexts.
<@  Asyou have control over your own knowledge creation it is your
By béih at the rgh’t’ré responsibility to become aware of how you learn and so enhance your
: 0{ knowledge . learning. Of course, you will meet obstacles. Sometimes courses are not

cregtion, the learner

“has both power and
responsibility.  to be. However, you can always do the best you can, even in difficult

designed well, and lecturers and tutors are not as helpful as you need them

contexts, by becoming aware of what learning is expected; and how you
learn best,
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tnv;ty Thmkmg about your conceptmn of leammg

Go bac:k iis] ymur original canception of Iearmng
o you think it adequate ly describes how, you. learrﬂ

it does not adequately descnb@ your Searnmg, write amther descnpmn of-yo!
'concept of what learnirig is. Don't just copy from the book. Create your own
escnptzon bemg as cIear and detavled ‘as poss ble S 2

_,'-Remembcr to return to this descrlpt on of your conceptlon owf !eammg aﬁer you have o
- completed your first semester. Consider if your conception of learning has changed
or lf what you have is helpmg you to learn in the best possible way. .

A&'t'i'v:it'i}“ B

Go to our web site. www.oup.tum au/orclturner for more aatuvntes on the ski H
coveled in.this chapter. B

In this chapter we have explored how learning is a creative act of knowledge acquisition
(gaining). We all have some control over both what, and how, we learn, Thus, we can enhance
our capabilities, and 50 increase our chance of success at university, or indeed in any
endeavour. By becoming more aware of what we think leaming is, of what kind of learning is
required, and how learning cocurs, we have the power to alter and develop how we leam,

This book has been writter to help you leam at university. It provides you with the essential
skills in listening, reading, writing, speaking, and researching that are required in undertaking
most university courses. in each chapter we show you, in a step by siep manner, the basic
skills needed to complete each leaming task. More importantly, we consistently encourage and
support you to stretch your skilis in learning. Our aim is to help you become the best learner
that you can be, for success both at university and in life.
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conception of learning an idea of what we mean by learning.

constructivism is a theory that sees learning as occuring only when a person actively
constructs his or her own understanding of that which they are leaming.

deep approach to learning an approach in which the learner seeks meaning by looking for
connections and structures.

feedback a response made to someone who has produced a statement (in any form) of an
idea, or information, or feeling. it can indicate level of understanding or of agreement or
disagreement.

theory a description and/or explanation of what occurs, which is supported by evidence and
that is usually produced through a careful process of research (investigation.

surface approach to learning an approach in which the leamer seeks to remember
information as a series of discrete or isolated facts.



