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Abstract

When planning a new educational program concern has been given to the fact that a new coming student at the University does not know anything about scientific reading and writing. Also a new student does not have an academic study technique. Students have a wage idea of what to do during their studies at the University. Therefor the two first courses in the educational program came to be focusing perspectives on knowledge and learning and an introduction to their studies to come. The article reflects on instructional strategies and learning outcomes in academic studies, using a narrative research approach. Narratives are used in four ways. Student narratives are used for data collection. Teachers use narratives as instructional strategy. Narratives are in this research used as an analytical tool and in this article as a research presentation model. Qualitative narrative statements from students have been taken at four occasions, direct after the courses, three months after, one, two and three years after the courses. Interpretations of the narratives have shown that students forget the course content rather soon after a course where mainly surface instructional strategies are used. They express though, that the surface learning have eased their learning capability when studying subjects later in their study program. This generative effect should be regarded we think when planning academic course programs. Another reflection is that students are better able to fulfil the academic deep learning studies when they get an early introduction of academic studies concerning critical scientific reading and writing. Also instructional strategies that early introduce concepts and views in generative topics make learning more efficient. When teachers and students communicate and are able to create a positive and for the students developing study climate, learning is promoted.
Introduction, background and aim

     It has long been known, among researchers and teachers in higher education, that students are quite good at reproducing large amounts of facts to pass examinations (Ramsden, 1992: 30). It is also known that students often forget much of what they learnt (Saunders, 1980) and they have not developed a self-critical awareness in their subjects (Marton and Säljö, 1984/1997; Dahlgren, 1984/1997; Säljö, 1984/1997; Ramsden, 1992, Biggs, 1999/2003). 

    All over Europe, Universities are working with the Bologna process and especially transforming course descriptions into learning outcomes. It is an important change from the teacher’s teaching perspective to the students learning perspective. The thesis of this article is that student learning outcomes depend on teaching strategies or instructional strategies developed in a dialogue with the students themselves and that students arrive at generative learning when they learn concepts, views and academic process knowledge very early in their  academic studies. Student learning outcomes also depend on other factors such as learning environment, social background, fellow students and other factors.  

    When planning a new University program in Real Estate Science, these important findings were taken into account and instructional strategies to improve student learning outcomes were developed and tried out. Mostly university teachers are restricted to develop courses in their own discipline, using the methods that have been tried before and proven to be useful. To improve the ability for students to learn for life when studying for the examination, a co-operation between several University disciplines were initiated, education, business administration, real estate economy, geomatics and building technology, in the two introductory courses of the program. 

    This article reflects on the ever present educational question of surface and deep approaches to learning (Marton, 1975). Generative learning theory is introduced (Wittrock, 1974; 1990; Blythe, 1998) as a way to reflect on how surface learning might be used to achieve deep learning, which is a sub aim in this research. We are not drawing on psychological quantitative phenomenografic studies (Entwistle, 1981; Biggs and Collis, 1982) since the research interest is educational not psychological. The educational reflections are based on data collected by interviews with 19 students. The courses studied are two parallel courses that are both introductions to University studies per se, for most students in the courses, and introductions to studies in the University program. The University courses lectured in parallel developed from having severe problems, which was a dilemma for teachers and students, to a situation where students work with interest. The learning co-operation has been in effect, since 2002, which means that the courses have been lectured four times. Each year some improvements have been implemented. 

    The department for Education and Psychology (P) hosts one of the courses. The name of this course is Perspectives on Knowledge and Learning for the Built Environment ‘L’. The department for Technology and Built Environment (ITB) hosts the other course. The name of this course is Introduction to Real Estate Management, Brokering and Building Technology ‘I’. These courses are lectured during ten weeks. The underlying idea is that learning Real Estate science theory and using this theory in a ten-week group project in the ‘I’ course, while at the same time the methodological tools for learning in project work are lectured in the ‘L’ course. In this way learning and doing, action and reflection is achieved at the same time. The ‘L’ course also prepares the students for University studies on the whole by training study technique, scientific theory and scientific writing, critical scientific analyses and text analysis. The focus in the course is how to get a successful career at the university and how to learn for life. 

    Mainly following Wiske (1998), a four-part practise consisting of first organising a curriculum around generative topics that are central to the subject matter.  Secondly clarify explicit learning goals, which in the course plans are called learning outcomes. These should be focused on fundamental ideas and questions in the discipline. Third, engage students in performances of learning that require them to extend, synthesise, and apply what they know. This is called instructional strategies. Fourth, measure students’ learning outcomes by conducting ongoing assessments of their performances. This article will reflect on these issues. Wilson (1997) has sketched a number of instructional strategies to facilitate more active construction of meaning for students. All these are not used, but some of them which we will present and reflect on below with the result of a collection of student narratives. 

    Improving instructional strategies, in a dialogue with students, considering student learning outcomes, we see as one way to transform higher education institutions away from merely a place for administration, research and teaching to a place where student learning is the most important work-place aspect. 

Aim 

    The aim of this article is to discuss and reflect on the qualitative thesis: 

‘Students arrive at generative learning when they learn concepts, views and academic process knowledge early in their studies’ at the university. Thereby they are better able to fulfil their studies successfully and reach learning, which will make them able to act on their knowledge.’ A sub aim is to reflect on the relationship between surface and deep learning.

Different ways of using narratives

    Knowing, using narratives means that the narrative is the basic means by which specific events, otherwise listed or put in a chronicle, are interpreted (Bruner, 1986; Czarniawska, 1999, 2005). Czarniawska (2004: 6-12) analyses authors like Lyotard (1979/1986), MacIntyre (1981/1990), Bruner (1986) and Polkinghorne (1987) from two perspectives of narration: narrative as a mode of knowing and as a mode of communication. We will use narrative in both these perspectives, as a way of knowing about the studied courses and as a way of communication with the students and with the research society. Actually narratives are used in four different ways: for data collection, as instructional strategy, as an analytical tool and as a research presentation model. 

Narratives for data collection

    Data is collected from student narratives as they were told to us in the interviews and as text in course evaluations. A narrative is a statement from a student. They were told to talk and tell their story. It is not any statement; it is a statement about qualitative views on learning concerning the ‘L’ and ‘I’ courses, that we can learn something from. 

Qualitative research data gathering methods are mainly used. Some data are collected from quantitative course evaluation surveys. The data used are our own experiences, meetings with the other teachers in the courses, course enquiries, course examinations and qualitative interviewing. The main data consists of qualitative interviews. The interviews had a duration of about 40 minutes, where the students answered five questions: what she remembered from the ‘L’ and from the ‘I’ course, had the knowledge she acquired from these courses so far come to any use? What does she remember from different instructional strategies in the ‘L’ and in the ‘I’ course? We talked about the ‘L’ course first. The students were then reminded of the different instructional strategies and generative topics. Finally they had an opportunity to do their own reflections about the two courses. The student narratives were recorded and written down, interpreted, deconstructed, reconstructed and reflected upon by the theory presented. Eight students have been interviewed after three months, two students after one year, three students after two years and six students after three years. Two students have been interviewed twice at separate occasions. 

Narratives as instructional strategy

    Narratives are used as instructional strategy in different kinds of examinations in the courses being studied. The tasks in the examination are written in the form of narratives. It is narratives (or cases) from their own reality as students or as professionals in the future. When writing about learning techniques, for instance. The students get a narrative (or a case), a fellow student whom is close to failing and quit his study programme, because of learning difficulties. The students are supposed to write about what he /she must do to improve learning techniques in order to pass. Metaphors are used in lectures and even narratives. In the group project work students are constructing their own group narratives around questions they, themselves have decided.

Narratives as an analytical tool

    Students’ narratives are deconstructed, analysed and interpreted. By doing this work another narrative is growing. That is the interpretation done, when analysing and reflecting on student’s stories and other collected data using learning theories. The knowledge we seek is interpreted from qualitative statements about student learning and learning outcomes in the courses being objects for the research. We are not developing new theories, but rather we are interpreting the student narratives from a theory we consider apply to the research question and the aim of the research. By doing interviews with the student three months and one-three years after their studies, we are able to conduct narrative analyses about their learning and learning outcomes, and get statements about lecturers’ instructional strategies and content in the two courses. This has given us an opportunity to reflect on differences in the statements between interviews when deconstructing the narratives and reconstructing our own narrative. Also there is a time perspective on the student learning and learning outcomes in the two courses. This is important since the learning outcome is for the students to get both processual knowledge, which they in subsequent courses will be able to use, and knowledge about facts from different disciplines, that they in a generative way in the following courses also might be able to use.

Narratives as a research presentation model

    A narrative construction is presented as a text in this article and a presentation at the conference at the University of Lancaster. Wertsch (2002: 60) analysed narratives as tools for collective remembering and the construction of schematic narrative templates. This is not the prime object to be reflected on. We would rather like to put students as key stakeholders, and from students’ narratives construct specific understanding about a studied learning culture and the instructional strategies there used. Especially we focus on relations between instructional strategies and learning outcomes as the students tell them. The prime interest is students’ learning. 

The narrative research tradition is close to the case study method (Yin, 1984/2003; Czarniawska, 1999). Like other qualitative research methods the narrative tradition does not seek generalisation in statistical sense, but seek to inquire into pieces and patterns of reality not prior elaborated in theories. Unlike grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1990) narrative knowledge is gained (Lyotard 1979/1987) about a small piece of reality connected to our intentions as administrators of University courses, teachers and researchers. A narrative tradition is chosen, putting together our own narrative based from a deconstruction of student’s stories and interpretations based from own experiences and analyses of student’s course evaluations which in some cases are quantitative.  

A framework for academic learning in a study program
    A framework for academic learning over time in a study program is here presented using a socio-cultural view (Gherardi, 2000; Wertsch, 2002) on learning, which means that we acknowledge that learning is done in collaboration with others, and that a learning culture and qualitative student-teachers dialogues can promote learning. Adopting a socio-cultural view means that student learning is not only a cognitive activity within individuals, but also as part of social educational practices. By the help of specific narratives we will describe and reflect on a chosen number of educational practices used. The object is to use specific narratives as a knowledge base for understanding how student learning might be supported by adjustments in instructional strategies and other educational strategies. Harvey and Knight (1996) argue for a shift from teaching to learning, to develop skills, attitudes, and abilities as well as knowledge among students, reward transformative teaching, encourage discussion of pedagogy, provide transformative learning for academics and to foster new collegiality. They actually argued for a paradigmatic shift towards organisational learning with students being prime higher education customers, not society or industry. This also means that a performance view of understanding, which means “that understanding amounts to a flexible performance capability around the topic in question” are chosen (Wiske, 1998: 51).

    Generative learning theory (Wittrock, 1974; 1990; Wiske, 1998) has been used to interpret student learning outcomes from student narrative statements. Generative learning means that students, to be able to learn, need to be engaged in their own learning and learning outcome. It is not enough for a teacher to lecture, the student have to relate the new pieces of knowledge to something that is earlier experienced. A new layer of knowledge should be connected to an already existing layer of knowledge within the student (Österberg, 2004). The learning idea is besides (Wittrock, 1974; 1990) based on Schön (1975) who developed a theory of ‘learning as experience-based change in theory-in-use’ (p. 7). Schön describes coming to know as being directly linked to personal experience. Also coming to know is when you have reached such a deep understanding that you are able to act on this knowledge. This type of learning can be called generative, because cognitive understanding is generated through one’s active participation, in a project, group or system (Senge, 1990). To generate learning consciousness of the student is required. In the philosophy of consciousness, Edmund Husserl’s (1950) transcendental phenomenology and a psychology of self-awareness (Mead, 1934) is well known. Consciousness is concerned with both phenomena and itself. ‘Noema’ designates the phenomenon that one has in mind or imagines. ‘Noesis’ is ‘the reflexivity of consciousness and the phenomenality of the world with which consciousness is concerned. Consciousness develops anticipations that are inspired by past and immediate experience, theory and long-term memory. Luhmann (2006) makes a distinction between conscious and the external, external reference and self-reference. There is a difference between the system of consciousness and social systems. But by viewing things from a higher level this paradox might be solved. Luhmann (2006:53-54) concludes that there is a ‘decisive guiding difference of external/self and all the meaning structures that emerge from it’. Marton and Booth (1997) outlines the difference between phenomenology and phenomenography as a difference between objects of research interest. While the ontological interest in phenomenology lies in gaining knowledge about how humans are able to experience world phenomena, the ontological interest in phenomenography would lie in trying to find out what critical aspects are there to experience things that make humans better equipped to handle these things.     

    What than is, according to generative learning theory, required promoting generative learning? First, you need an ideology or culture to support learning from the organization where learning is supposed to happen (Senge, 1990; Ramsden, 1992: 6; Trowler, 2005).  At the University of Gävle the educational culture is strong. The social system is important when trying to achieve learning excellence. You need a dialogue between students and between teachers and students. You need metaphors that make students and teachers interested to co-operate in projects and work hard for students’ learning the subject (Morgan, 1986).     

Metaphors is about establishing meaning by using two different narratives to explain a phenomenon, thus being able to imagine new ways of creating University teachings, being able to co-operate between disciplines with different teachings traditions, being able to initiate students’ reflections in their learning. 

    In the co-operation here described, teachers and students meet to reflect on the learning capabilities in specific learning tools used. This learning co-operation has been active since 2002, which means that the courses have been lectured four times. Each year some improvements have been implemented based on the course evaluation. You need figurative language, concepts and educational tools to keep up interest. In these courses we use interesting real life cases to make theories explicit. Abstract talents like ability to communicate in and to a group, ability to analyse and reflect on theoretical and practical things are practised and by the help of a tutor reflected upon. 

    Below a figure is showing teacher and students activities and learning outcomes to promote student’s learning for life. The figure also shows that each academic course besides providing abilities for student learning, also provide opportunities for teachers to improve their teaching capacity by reflection on how learning outcome goals have been reached and how well different instructional strategies have worked. We will below present student narrative statements, which we think well might be used to improve the education besides the object of shedding light on the relation between surface and deep learning. 
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Figure 1: Learning outcomes from student’s extrinsically surface learning to students’ intrinsically deep learning over time
Learning curriculum around generative topics

    In the course Perspectives on Knowledge and Technical Learning for the Built Environment ‘L’ the following topics are learned. Study technique, student’s responsibility for her learning and the role of examination, use of theories, concepts and being critical in scientific reading and writing, writing academic reports, gender at the University and in work life, group dynamics and project work. In the course Introduction to Real Estate Management, Brokering and Building Technology ‘I’ several disciplines are lectured. Business administration, Facilities Management, Geographic information systems, Infrastructure decision making, Building technology, Energy and environmental technique, Real Estate valuation, Real Estate brokering are the generative topics treated in this course. Also there is the tutored project work. In the lectured courses we use real life cases to make theories explicit. Instructional strategies used are figurative language and concepts to keep up interest.   

    Lectures and seminars in the ‘L’ course thrive for a deep approach to learning scientific reading and writing. Lectures in the ‘I’ course could be characterised to be a surface, external learning and a deep, inner learning experience (Marton, 1975; 1977; Hodgson, 1984/1997; Gibbs, 1992: 183). By surface learning means that student focus on details in a lecture or text. They try to memorise individual details and concepts in the form that they appear in the lecture or the text, or to list the features of a situation.  The concept external refers to a situation where the learner finds her learning situation to be learning objects defined by someone else than herself. The course plan, the teacher and demands from examinations are external sources that prescribe what the student is obliged to learn. By deep, inner learning we mean, that students focus their attention on the overall meaning or message in a lecture, text or situation. They attempt to relate ideas together and construct their own meaning, in relation to their own experience. Their own prior learning and experience is the base from which the student constructs new meaning and learning.

    The education of the ‘I’ course is letting the students know details and concepts by surface learning from different disciplines early in their studies. The thesis is that this will promote generative learning later in their academic studies. During the ‘I’ course, students are, besides lectures, engaged in a major project work where their knowledge deepens around issues teached in both the ‘L’ and ‘I’ courses. The project articles, that are results of the students’ work, are presented in end seminars with opposition from other groups. 

Learning outcome goals and student learning outcomes

    The aim of the courses is to give an introduction to academic studies.  The courses will give basic knowledge about learning based on the student’s own experience. The aim is to develop a rule of conduct and study technique in relation to the students own and group learning. In the courses the students practice how to plan and carry out a project. They get a scientific overview and an introduction to scientific writing and a possibility to develop a scientific rule of conduct by making their own experiences. The course content in the ‘L’ course is academic studies, perspectives on knowledge and learning, the role of theory, study techniques and study processes, ways of working, written and oral communication, scientific code of conduct in relation to tested experience and data collection techniques.

Learning outcomes directly after the course evaluation

    The first year the ‘L’ course had 80 students and two teachers. The ways of working are lectures, seminars, individual and group work. Student groups have met in seminars with tutors after each lecture for a discussion to understand the content presented. There has been an intense co-operation with teachers from the course Introduction to Real Estate Management, Brokering and Building Technology ‘I’ in different projects and in teaching scientific method.


    In a course evaluation just after the ‘L’ course in 2004 the students were asked to answer the question: What have you learned? Judge your own learning in the course parts below: 0 “no knowledge at all”, 10 “excellent”. The answers are reported below:  
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    Figure 2: Students’ view on learning immediate after the studies

    Out of 45 students on a ten grade scale, 38 students have given 5 or better concerning ‘view on knowledge and learning’, 36 on ‘ability to carry out own studies’, 36 on ‘ability to plan and work in a project’, and 27 on ‘participate in academic rules of conduct concerning written and oral communication’. A reflection on these values is that in the last question, which concerned scientific reading and writing the students did not feel so assured as in the other questions. 

    In a qualitative question about what has been especially good with this course, the students answered: to work in-groups and to be aware of group processes the introduction of study technique, oral presentation technique and to do interviews. Also bad things were brought up. 

    ’Some times it feels as if the course treats to many things. Threads are pulled in every direction, so things get to be half done. Instead, you could reduce the information load  to be able to deepen a little. The object of the course is maybe to be broad, but it feels frustrating sometimes, for example when parts of a lecture are not finished.’    

    ‘You could preferably explain the aim with these courses several times. After a while it is forgotten and the climate in the class becomes whining’.  

     In the course evaluation for the ‘I’ course 2004 the narrative statements from the students concerned mainly two things, the lectures and the project work. Students expressed different views about the lectures depending on which time duration there had been from the occasion of the lecture. Directly after the courses the students had varying evaluations of teachers and lectures. 

    ‘The worst with this course is that some lectures have been awful depending on terrible teachers. Some teachers explain very badly and use a language that one cannot understand. I would like to have seminars with smaller groups to be able to discuss things’.  

    ‘The best with the course is that it gives a broad overview of what is to come’, ‘that one gets basic concepts in the disciplines’, ‘the own group article in the project group work’, ‘the course content felt relevant’, ‘gave a solid base, good synergies in building technique’. ‘Some how confusing, the project took over the theoretical part’, ‘the project work was on too a high level’.

Learning outcomes after three months 

    Three months after the courses ended eight students were interviewed. Now they remember most of what happened during the courses. They have after studied building technique for five weeks, and found that they could use some knowledge from the ‘I’ course. They have been able to build another layer of knowledge to the one they had before (Österberg, 2004).

    ‘It felt good that we had read building technique when we studied in the building material course, when the subject was electricity, ventilation and heating, you recognise things.’ Students have been reflecting on things and have thought way things were as they were.

   ‘It was very satisfying to study the ‘L’ course as the first course, to be able to gradually get to know what it means to study at the University. You felt welcome in this course. Then it became somewhat confusing. How to work, what a seminar is, to work in-groups, one could grow with the job. I felt more secure by this kind of course, which meant that things were taken step by step. Reading technique was good.’ 

    One student thought that the fact that she came directly from high school was the reason that she did not immediately understand everything. What is interesting here is the fact that she remembered teacher X, but not what was the subject of the lecture. Other lectures were hard to understand maybe because of too many new and unknown facts and concepts. 

    ‘Facility management was very difficult; after I had read the books I understood nothing. But after the lectures it cleared up. My background knowledge was too bad, but through the lectures and overhead pictures on Blackboard I understood. I do not remember so much from the technique lectures. Teacher X was a good lecturer, but I do not remember what the subject was. The teachers did not know on what level we were studying. The Real Estate lectures also were hard to understand. I come directly from high school and I have much harder to understand, than the students that have been working for a couple of years. The project work also was tough.’ 

Learning outcomes after a year

    After a year students still remembered most details from the courses. The learning outcome ‘scientific reading and writing’ seems to have deepened during their subsequent studies. The first subject they mentioned has to do with writing reports, 

    ‘The knowledge from the different topics in the ‘I’ course melt together with the courses we have had later. The methods course and the group project work is really something I have found useful. Teachers we have had in later courses have thought that we were to have problems with the group work they initiated, but instead they have been surprised that we already know these things.’ 

    ‘From the ‘L’ course I remember to do reports, the scientific writing and scientific methods and that we had a lot of books. It was only one of them that was good. It was about qualitative interviewing. If anything was good, then it was that we learned the difference between quantitative and qualitative studies’. 

    ‘Group development learning is what I remember first from the ‘L’ course. I have been working some years, and I recognise the type of persons that is mentioned in the literature. The ‘I’ course was of that kind that all moments we read have come back in courses we studied later’.

    The social aspects of learning and learning culture were brought up as something positive in the ‘L’ and ‘I’ courses. Also the great number of subjects, which made it difficult for the students to understand the meaning of their studies.

    ‘I was irritated by the lack of meaning in the ‘I’ course. It was not easy to hold the two courses apart. By the group work I have got a base with friends that I still have. That was enormously positive when you come new to the University. By the help of the difficulties in the group project work, because this work was that unstructured, the group became harder welded together. The report we in the end wrote was much more advanced than the reports we have done in later courses. We described the methods we used in a scientific way and used words we have not done later.’

Learning outcomes after two years
    After two years, the differences from one year are not so many. 

    ‘From the ‘L’ course I remember the writing, to do reports, the scientific writing and scientific theories. In a way I have been able to use this knowledge, but it could have been developed further in the course.’

    ‘The ‘I’ course I think I have had som use for now and then, when the topics come up in later courses.’

Learning outcomes after three years

    After three years students have problems in separating the two courses. Some students even saw them as one course. After three years the students cannot remember the content from lectures, but some students remember some teachers, a book, subjects or instructional strategies. They also express positively the fact that they in a generative way have been able to use knowledge from the ‘L’ and ‘I’ courses when they study specific subjects on higher levels.   

    ‘I do not remember anything from the lectures, but first thereafter I have understood that when I study stuff in a new course, I have learned it before. This felt good. I remember a guy talking about the Eco-effect. I remember him, but not what he said. I cannot remember anything from that course.’

       ‘In the ‘L’ course I remember a couple of ladies, and Göran who had a lecture, that was good, though I can not remember what it was about. He used a number of metaphors that was good. There also were a couple of terrible lectures that was not good at all, genus. The group development moment I remember. Also the book about that was good. When I studied scientific method this autumn I remembered that I learned this in the ‘L’ course.’  

    ‘I remember log book, we made an analysis of the roles we had in the project group. I was thought of as a leader, and I remember how others motivated that. It was interesting. I also remember study technique.’

    The group project work in the ‘I’ course is remembered as something very positive. This project worked as a socialising tool for the students.  Since this course was the first one in their studies, they did not know each other from before. Also this course helped the students to give meaning to their studies in the ‘L’ course, and a possibility to possess their choice of subject, that way motivating them to create a studying culture which meant hard work and good results. The feeling of being a group of students working together was so strong that they after three years had forgotten that there actually was a teacher/tutor that guided them through the project work.

    ‘The examination in the ‘I’ course was difficult, and I remember it. We studied much more for this examination. There was kind of a temper that made us study a lot.’

    ‘I remember the group project work, the report. I do not remember anything else. But, in later courses I have understood that I must have learned things earlier, and that has been good. The group project work was difficult and I was very positive to that. I can not remember any tutoring of this project. No one knew each other, so that was a good start.’

    ‘The group project work functioned very well, and we laid down a lot of work on this. We made a power point presentation and made a practise presentation before the end seminar. It was fun and inspiring. That knowledge has been there all the time. We have made a big group work in the marketing course and the knowledge appeared there.’

    ‘From the ‘L’ course I remember a lot. It gave me so much and was incredibly demanding. The genus moment was too polarising. Many of the girls reacted. There was although very good training in-groups works and study technique. Now, when I am to write a candidate composition I take the books from the shelf. We got to learn writing rules and to write an article, group processes and how a group functions in different phases. The ‘L’ course supported the group work all the time.’ 

    During the ‘L’ course some students had difficulties in comprehending why they ought to study things like scientific method and abilities to read and write when their studies aimed for a qualification as real estate brokers or facility management business administrators. As course administrators and teachers we are able to learn from these statements to give much more room for explanation of the meaning and object with each course and instructional strategy, so that the students could be able to take part and engage in learning. 

    ‘I did not like the ‘L’ course when I studied it, but today I can say that it has given me a lot that I can use. Group assignments and conflicts in them are important to shed light on. The ‘L’ course has given me a subconscious knowledge, which I appreciate a lot.’

    ‘From the ‘I’ course I only remember facility management. This course gave an introduction to the coming three years. I do not know if the ‘L’ courses and ‘I’ courses are necessary. What I mean is of course it is good, but you have to inform about the necessity of them and why. Precisely as was the meaning, that interest was to be awakened and knowledge about fact terms is to make learning easier during the whole program. Because if you have little knowledge, then it does not feel as hard and laborious. The aims of these courses are great, but bring about this message to the students, so that also they are able to see positively on the courses and their education.’

    Some students are still wondering if and what they really learned during these ten initiating weeks of their studies.

   ‘I remember the home examination, study technique book that was good and the educational teachers. The good thing with the ‘L’ course was that we got started on writing. Presentation technique was good, but I should have made it without. It depends who you are. I have been out working. The lecture on project work was good. I felt good that we had a lot to do, so that I could get started with my studies. Maybe those who came direct from undergraduate studies got more value from this course, than I who where out working some years. I cannot remember much from the ‘I’ course. We have had quite a lot of lectures since than, so the whole has become fluid. Good with some overview from the beginning.’

Instructional strategies

    The object with the instructional strategies is to engage students in performances of understanding that require them to extend, synthesise, and apply what they know. Abstract talents like ability to communicate in and to a group, ability to analyse and reflect on theoretical and practical things are practised and by the help of a tutor reflected upon. A five weeks group project with focus on interviewing methods, co-operation, self-governed data collection and oral presentation is a part of the ‘L’ course. This group project deals with questions like real estate and the environment, landlord and tenant responsibilities, ethics and real estate brokering.

Text review process chart 

    Text review process is a rather simple structure with headlines and questions, to be used to reach better academic quality, when the students get a task to read a book in a course. The students have problems in reading and tell something above a very close description of the content in the book and they think that it is hard to interpret the content. The student thinks that it is hard to have an opinion their own, above the content in the book. They are not use to express their own thoughts and there own interpretations about a book. The academic way of reading a book is very difficult, they think. Some head lines are: the background to the book, why has the author written the book, who is the author, what’s his/hers main aim with the book, the key concepts, the main thesis, some critical aspects and so on. They turn out to be very grateful for the method, because if they get an instruction to read a book, they know at least one way to read the book the academic way. They have expressed what they have learnt:

    ‘Thanks to the text review process chart I now know how to make scientific reflections.’

Log book

    Log book means that the students take private notes, structured or unstructured, and their own reflections about what go on in their project group. A log book is to be looked at as a tool to their learning processes. Questions to be answered in a log book are, for instance: How do I work in the group? How is my role in the group? What about the way we are able to work together in our group?  Can we improve our group work?  How did we plan our work? Could the plan be improved? This data is used in group discussions where the students become aware of their role in the group.  In the courses there is a group project (nine weeks) with the focus on using project work knowledge from the course Perspectives on Knowledge and Learning for the Built Environment, and facts from the course Introduction to Real Estate Management, Brokering and Building Technology. The students are not used to log books:

     ‘ I don’t like to write in the log book, but I know that it is necessary. I realize, that I can learn about my self and about my student fellows.’

Assessments of student performances

    Student understanding is measured by conducting ongoing evaluations. Assignments are judged from the basic points that University education will give students ability to make own and critical judgements, and that students by them self should have the ability to discern, formulate and solve problems. Also the students should be prepared to meet changes in work life. 

    The training means that students will critically examine, interpret and reflect on the content in lectures and texts. They will discuss this content with their study group members to enlighten the actual phenomena from different perspectives. Since the students have different backgrounds with different experiences, the interpretations and understanding will differ. In the discussions students will practise to listen to other students views and thereby understand that people make different interpretations from the same information source. The students own construction of reality becomes in the group discussions a social construction of reality. 

    Examination in this course means to describe and reproduce lectures and literature by the help of interpretations, reflections and analyses, tutored group discussions in seminars, and own assignment problem descriptions.    

Course Evaluation

    The student evaluation in the end of the course we regard as one important part of the course itself. We seek a continuously ongoing evaluation dialogue between students and teachers during the course period. There is a final written course evaluation needed according to central decisions in the end of the course, but the discussions during the course between teachers and the student are more important. If we discuss the process during the course we are able to change strategy, for instance, according to the student’s opinions. 

     Finally, the last meeting in the course is also an opportunity to discuss both the home examination and course evaluation. There are certain central decisions on course evaluation, so we are not free of choice. The view on evaluation is that it has to be an ongoing process, from the very first day to the very last day of the course, and even after the course, as is shown below.

     ‘To evaluate continuously during a course is a very good way of evaluation. The teacher can do something to raise the quality, if there is a problem’

     ‘To have a discussion is a very good way, but we are not used to say critical things to the teacher, That has to be learnt”. Our teacher was very good at encouraging us and the climate was very good to be critical’

Portfolio examination

    The individual tasks are three: Text examination according to a curriculum, study technique and home examination. Home examination means that the student during a period of about one week shall answer about ten essay questions on study technique, constructivist approach, project, project group, competence development, interviewing methods, the meaning of the university policy that all education shall be done on the grounds of tried experience and on a scientific ground and text examining. Students were positive to this form of examination. 

    ’The home examination was good, very much reflection, fun and instructive. The work assignments have been quite good. Much of what we have done have meant own thinking when fulfilling the assignment.’

    One student made reflections about why she remembered the things that she wrote about in her home examination. 

    ‘I liked the home examination. I think that one learns by really working with it. How to work with it, and write about it, in one’s own private situation. That’s what makes me remember.’

    ‘The ‘I’ course was difficult because there was no connection between the topics’. It felt like a new course each lecture’. Nothing was easy because of this.’

    ‘Environment and building technique was a bigger part, with lots of facts that was new. It was difficult, isolated and heavy in the course. Than in the courses later environment and building technique has come back again and again. The knowledge has settled in quite another way. That has been good.’

    ‘I do not remember much from the ‘I’ course, since the ‘L’ course took up so much time and so did the project work. Sometimes things come up in other courses, that I remember I have learned in the ‘I’ course, for example real estate law, which was not difficult when it came up again.’

    The group tasks are examining an article about research from a journal, group dynamics work, small project work reported oral, the interview reported in written, written abstract of the oral report. We want the students to get used to scientific articles, from the very first beginning. That’s why this task is used. To be able to read articles is a very crucial ability in a lot of professions and that has to be learnt at the university. It is easier to start reading articles together and to feel safer when they can present the result together as a group.

    ‘To choose an article and to discuss an article was a very fun task and very interesting, too. There are research results in the paper every day and at TV and it is very important to try to found out if these results are true. I thought that research results were more or less always true, but now I have to read and to judge myself. I think that this is an important knowledge.’ 
We have now discussed instructional strategies in the courses above and now we will sum up and discuss.

Final reflections 

    With this article an effort is made to synthesise and reflect on ideas from a socio-cultural view on higher education learning, also using cognitive generative learning theories. Following a socio-cultural view we use instructional strategies of different kinds to improve student dialogues and student-teacher dialogues. Cognitive learning theory we propose explain how extrinsically triggered surface learning in the first University courses in a study program is able to generate intrinsically deep learning later in the same program. We argue that there is a connection between surface learning and deep learning. Students get a deeper understanding of the subjects and instructional strategies in the ‘L’ and ‘I’ courses after a year, when they understand that these studies are basic in their academic studies and tools to use for their further carrier. Students have problems in comprehending all different discipline connected parts of the ‘I’ course, and they have problems in understanding why they should learn these pieces in the beginning of their studies. This gives the students a surface approach to learning and makes them less motivated for their studies since the experience is extrinsic (Hodgson, 1984/1997). This problem is to be dealt with during the lecturing of these courses, and the teachers could improve informing students about learning outcome aims. The Bologna process will mean improvements in setting learning goals. What the results from the narrative research of student statements show is that students require ongoing reminders of the learning outcomes in the courses they attend, to be able to develop an intrinsic deep learning, which we wish.

    Students later, after a year of their studies, deeper understand the generative learning Wittrock, 1984) effect of small pieces of concepts from different disciplines which are the knowledge content in the  ‘I’ course. Also, they understand that they easier learn difficult subjects which they study later in their education. When they have studied three years, they remember certain pieces from the ‘I’ course. Especially the students remember the project work, which they performed as group projects around subjects they themselves chose from their area of studies. These projects become a possibility for the students to get to know each other as study friends. These projects also are a way to use what they learned in the ‘L’ course. Something the students have felt good from the beginning. During the project work the students are able get a deep approach to learning (Marton, 1975) and an intrinsic experience thanks to the engagement they feel in this work. After three years, the students also are able to remember that they subconsciously, when they have taken different courses, thought that concepts and views have been studied and learned before. Though they have not been able to remember when. These thoughts have positively motivated the students. 

    Generative learning is the subconscious learning that builds on earlier surface and deep learning, extrinsically and intrinsically motivated. Especially in the beginning of a University program the presented generative concept and learning studies, motivate using surface learning with the object of obtaining deep student learning during later courses in the disciplines introduced. Therefor the qualitative hypotheses, that ‘students arrive at generative learning when they learn concepts, views and academic process knowledge early in their studies’, one could say have been supported by the narrative statements of the students.

    Instructional strategies also are a question of using an atomistic or a holistic approach. A holistic approach is used as much as possible as an instructional strategy, also students are encouraged to use holistic approaches as a learning technique. Narratives are examples of a holistic strategy to more holistic and intrinsic learning approaches since the student’s consciousness and imagination is engaged. Project work is another instructional strategy that makes intrinsic learning possible by also using the student’s social abilities. It is easier for the students to understand if a holistic approach is used. Effective teaching means setting up the teaching and learning context so that students are likely to learn the outcomes we want. Instructional strategies used to raise the level of scientific quality from the very first beginning of a higher education programme are the list of tools mentioned above and we will now discuss some of the problems which were discovered in the research. 

    Focuses are both on the fact knowledge in the courses, as well as on the process knowledge. The educational process is extremely important to the students learning outcomes. The students are unfortunately not used to discuss the scientific process, and they need an introduction to such discussions. We have planned for some process discussions in the courses, but that might not be enough? Group work and group discussions are important in a socio-cultural view, which means that student learning is not only a cognitive activity within individuals, but also as part of social educational practices. Process discussions support the students learning outcomes in the type of content in the courses. It is important for the student to discuss and try to use the scientific concepts in a social cultural learning situation. Therefore planning the course in the future means that there should be more time for group discussions as a generative learning strategy. 

     Reflecting on the value of the lectures, in relation to other instructional strategies we have found some difficulties in our research. Some reasons have been discussed why a lecture probably not gives the learning outcomes wanted. The problem of learning the content of a lecture is at least partly related to the introduction of new concepts. Lecturers present too many new concepts and also totally unknown concepts in too short time. Lecturers don’t usually give the student’s proper time to discuss or to work with the concepts, they are often just presented and that is not enough to give some results in the students’ learning outcomes. Before the lecture we should always work to try to find the students pre-understanding of the content, if possible. A lecturer thinks that the students are familiar with at least some background knowledge, when they actually aren’t. If they don’t have any pre understanding, there will be a problem for the students to learn the content. Students often don’t remember the content of the lecture, but they do remember the lecturer him or herself. This is very interesting. The lecturers own personality hides the content. This finding is not consistent with Hodgson’s (1984/1997) concept vicariously learning, and these findings ought to be object of more research before one can speak of the role of vicariously learning. Our theses is that a teacher might either help students to learning by their personality and use of instructional strategies, or actually let their personality dominate in a way that for the students become a barrier for learning. The lecture is often not followed by a group discussion or a seminar, which is found to be very important to the student’s generative learning outcomes. If the lecturer can’t create a learning climate and don’t show the student his/hers engagements, the lecturer will not contribute to learning outcomes. If the lecturer doesn’t give examples from areas known by the students the learning will be very limited.  

    In summary, the qualitative results of this research are concerning educational practices; the urgent need of an early introduction of academic studies concerning critical scientific reading and writing, early introduction of concepts and views in generative topics, creating a positive and for the students developing study climate. Theoretically the narratives has shown what role generative learning plays beside and as a bridge between surface learning and deep learning approaches. The generative approach gave us opportunity to use a narrative research method. 

    Ordinary student evaluations consist of interviewing students only once. In this research the method has been to interview students during a period of three years. This design of research has given the possibility to reflect on the differences between surface and deep learning. It has also revealed how fragment of knowledge is remembered after three years. This knowledge has enabled us to redesign the courses according to the students’ acts of power of understanding. This understanding power has been communicated to us in the students’ narratives.  
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