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The purpose of this study is to examine the changes of the ‘Approaches of Studying’ of two groups of students in two departments in The Hong Kong Polytechnic University before and after they have attended an Effective Learner Programme (ELP).  The main objective of the ELP is to improve the quality of students' learning in their early stage of university study.  The programme consisted of five two-hour workshops, which were meant to prepare students to be more independent learners and encourage them to adopt a deep study approach. 

Study approaches of students were measured by using the Study Process Questionnaires (SPQ) (Biggs 1987), the results of SPQ showed that there was no change of the “surface approach” for both groups of students.  In this aspect, the ELP was successful in reducing the negative impact of tertiary education. On the other hand, the scores for “deep approach” fell for one group and those for the “achieving approach” fell for both groups.  Based on these results, the ELP cannot achieve its intended objective as to enhance deep approach to students’ study. The main reason may be the period of the study was too short for students to change their attitude of studying.  

Evaluation of the ELP were by questionnaires after each workshops and interviews after the whole ELP.  Responses to both contents and methods of delivery of ELP had been very positive and encouraging.  A large proportion of students indicated that they benefit from ELP, which gave them more positive view about themselves, their courses and the university. Students found the workshops on “Examination and Assessment”,  “Time Management” and “Forming Study Groups” most useful. They showed more interest on sessions if that were conducted by lecturers from their own departments and on topics related to their discipline.

Background of the Study

Those concerned with the development of the tertiary curriculum in Hong Kong face a particular difficulty in deciding how best to help student learn. Many Hong Kong students joining the university are brought up in the traditional style of education where, for instance, (i) teachers dominates student learning providing everything for them, (ii) students have very little chance to manage their “free time”, (iii) the pacing of the work is imposed in detail from outside, and (vi) learning is highly examination-oriented. Furthermore, with the expansion of higher education in Hong Kong in recent years, the quality of students entering university has become a matter of great concern. 

A Student Video-Interview Project was carried out in mid-1996 by the  Educational Development Unit of the Hong Kong Polytechnic University(PolyU) to improve teaching and learning (Jones, et. al., 1996). The Project produced video clips for workshops to stimulate reflection by teachers. The project revealed that many students find university study very different from that of their secondary school, hence a very different study style has to be adopted for their learning. Interviews with some PolyU academic staff conducted by the writer in 1996, also pointed to problems of students’ lack of background knowledge, basic skills, and higher level skills such as time management skills and problem-solving skills, necessary for university study. Academic staff suggested that many new students coming to PolyU still adopt the attitudes and learning style of their secondary school days.  In other words, these students are not prepared for the university style of teaching/learning and hence they found themselves not learning effectively. Academic staff also reckons effective learning at the early stage of university education is an important prerequisite to a good foundation for subsequent years of study. Therefore there is a need for an “effective learner” programme for students in their transition from secondary school to university.

Research on approaches to studying
“Approaches to learning ”can refer (i) to the process adopted prior to the outcome of learning, which is the sense used originally by Marton and Saljo (1976a) in their identification of surface and deep approaches in case studies of tertiary students; and (ii) to predisposition to adopt particular processes, which is what meant when students are asked by questionnaire how they usually go about learning (Biggs, 1987a and 1987b). The latter is what is meant in the present context. 

In either meaning, an approach to learning has two components: how you approach a task depends on why you want to approach it in the first place. From the student’s point of view there is a motivational question, and a question of strategy:

Motive: Why am I engaging in learning?

Strategy: How, in that case, will I go about learning?

This combination of motive and strategy is called an approach to learning. Three common approaches are surface, deep and achieving.  There is by now a considerable amount of research linking these approaches to outcomes of learning. These researches have been carried out in Sweden (Marton & Saljo, 1976a and 1976b), Australia (Biggs, 1987a, 1987b), Britain (Entwistle & Ramsden,1983), and Hong Kong (Biggs, 1992, Davies, et.al.,1994)

In this study, students approaches to studying was measured before and after the ELP, by using a well established instruments. The conceptual framework was developed by Biggs (1987 a). Three approaches to learning are identified, as shown in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Approaches to studying, motives and strategies

Approach 
Motive
Strategy

Surface 
Instrumental: to pass without working
Reproductive: rote learn 



Essentials

Deep 
Intrinsic: to really understand
Wide reading: link  with 




Previous knowledge

Achieving 
Ego-building: to get best grades
Time management: be a




“model Student”

Source: Biggs (1987a)
Research on student learning programme

Broadly speaking, student learning programmes or teaching learning strategies programmes can be divided into the three broad areas: (1) traditional study skills approaches that teach the generic study skills, (2) conceptual change approaches that put much more emphasis on what is going on ‘inside the students’ heads, and (3) contextual approaches that emphasize context-based, client-based and departmental-based study.

Martin and Ramsden (1987) carried out a study comparing two programmes designed to improve student learning in two departments of history at British universities. One was basically a study skill programme, the other was a learning-to-learn programme. A crucial difference between the two programmes was that the study skill programme focussed on skills separately from the curriculum, whereas the learning to learn programme attempted to directly link the sessions with relevant content in the History curriculum. Martin and Ramsden attempted to compare the efficiency of both programmes by examining the changes in students’ conceptions of learning as defined by Saljo(1979) and looked at links with academic performance. Their results showed that there was a change towards higher-learning conceptions at the end of the learning-to-learn programme but not the study-skills programme.  However at the beginning of their first year in university the students in the learning-to-learn programme were frustrated and felt that their needs and expectations were not met, whereas the students in the study-skills programme were satisfied and felt that they got what they hoped for.  

Davies, Sivan, and Kember  (1994) developed a programmme which was both contextual and conceptual for the Hong Kong Polytechnic University  first year business studies degree students. The purpose of the programme was to enhance students’ approaches to learning. It attempted to give students analytical tools to examine their own conceptions of and approaches to learning by involving students in different forms of learning experiences. The results showed that the students’ scores of the surface approach rose but to a lesser extent than for the Hong Kong Polytechnic University student as a whole.

At present, the literature research seems to favour the learning-to-learn type of programme with some research implying that encouragement of the surface approach is detrimental to students’ development of a deep approach (Ramsden, et. al., 1986), but this has not yet been proven. On the contrary, (Laurillard, 1984) writes that students seem  to shift quite comfortably from one to the other approach depending on their perceptions of the assessments and staff expectations. 

Zubert-Skerrit (1987) has argued that an eclectic (borrowing from various source) study skills approach might be more effective, particularly in the first year of higher education. He explained that in the formal university education system, there are certain constraints, rules, standards, and institutional expectations which students want to know as soon as possible and which they accept in this initial development stage. Once this institutional framework and the points of reference are clear to students, the learning-to-learn programme can follow and succeed according to Zubert-Skerrit.
A similar point is made by Biggs (1988) concerning the need for introducing study skills in stages and and positive results have been found with teaching study skills under certain conditions, particularly with highly motivated students in contexts emphasizing the metacognitive skills of self-management, rather than by direct instruction of particular study techniques (Biggs, 1988; Biggs and Rihn, 1984; McKeachie, Pintrich and Lin, 1985).

In this study, the Effective Learner Programme (ELP) was developed that followed similar idea from Zubert-Skerrit (1987). It is an amalgamation of the three approaches which incorporates: (1) traditional study skills approaches (2) conceptual change approaches and (3) contextual approaches that emphasize departmental-based study.

The ELP consisted of five two-hour workshops, entitled: (1) Preparing for university learning, (2) Be a smart learner in Physics/Maritime Studies, (3) Managing your study more successfully, (4) Learning in groups more productively, and (5) Assessment and examination (see Appendix I). The ELP were run for two departments for the first year students in five consecutive weeks from mid-September 1998. The workshop sessions were conducted by the writer from the Educational Development Unit, a counsellor from the Student Affair Office, and two teaching staff from Departments of Applied Physics and Maritime Studies.
The present study

(i) Study Process Questionnaires

The predominant approaches adopted by the first year students in this study were measured by using the Study Process Questionnaires (SPQ) (1987b). It has been used extensively in Hong Kong, whose cultural relevance has been researched, and for which Hong Kong norms are available. The SPQ consisted of 42 items, 7 for each combination of the three approaches, motive and strategy. The score for each approach is made up of two components, one for the motive and one for the strategy. The table 2 shows the number of items under the three approaches.

Each item in the Study Process Questionnaires is a self-report statement of a motive or a strategy. The respondents rate themselves on a 5-point scale, from 5 (‘this item is always or almost always true of me’) to 1 (‘this item is never or only rarely true of me’).

Total of 40 students were administered the Student Process Questionnaires (SPQ) during the first session of the ELP, and the SPQ was again completed in March 1999 in order to determine whether changes had occurred in students’ approaches of studying. 

Means of the approaches were compared by t-test to determine whether there were differences in the student studying approaches before and after the ELP programmme with a time gap of eight months.

(ii) Study Process Questionnaires results 

Table 2 below compares the SPQ scores of 22 students from Dept. of Applied Physics before and after the ELP programme.

 
Mean
Standard

Deviation
t-value
 
Pre: Surface Score 

Post: Surface Score
45.2778

44.1667
6.0372

4.0620
0.384
 
Pre: Deep Score

Post: Deep Score
48.1111

45.0556
5.3785

6.6728
0.041**
 
Pre Achieving Score

Post Achieving Score
47.2105

42.7895
7.3377

5.5134
0.012**
 
** Significant difference at 5% level

In Table 2, the t-test showed the changes of studying approaches of students from Department of Applied Physics, there was no significant changes in students surface approach, but a significant drop in deep approach and significant drop in achieving approach. Interviews revealed that the main reason for the significant drop in the deep approach and achieving approach was that students had very heavy workload, which was heavier than in their secondary schools and they were not used to the packed curriculum in the first semester.

Table 3 below compares the SPQ scores of 13 students from Dept. of Maritime Studies before and after the ELP programme.


Mean
Standard Deviation
t-value
 
Pre: Surface Score 

Post: Surface Score
44.5000

43.75
7.5978

7.47
0.663
 
Pre: Deep Score

Post: Deep Score
44.5385

43.62
8.2927

6.89
0.603
 
Pre Achieving Score

Post Achieving Score
45.6923

40.23
4.1710

7.24
0.039**
 
** Significant difference at 5% level
In Table 3, the t-test showed the changes of studying approaches of students from Dept of Maritime Studies. There were no significant changes in students’ surface approach and deep approach, but significant drop in achieving approach. Two interviews were conducted for four students from Dept of Maritime Studies. Students were in general satisfied with their course, they have a more positive attitude about university and their choice of subject than they just entered the Hong Kong Polytechnic University. Students said they thought interest became more important than just high grades and “success” in the subject.

The drop in achieving approach can be taken as a good sign rather a bad one, because students started to realize that studying in university was not only for getting good grades in examination. Students treasure more social relations with other students rather than purely on studying. 

(iii) Questionnaire and interview results
Evaluation of the ELP was by a questionnaire (See Appendix II) after each workshop and by interviews of students after the completion of all workshops. Evaluation questionnaires contain questions on both the content and methods of delivery of the workshops.  Responses to both content and methods question had been very positive and encouraging (See Appendix III).

At the completion of all workshops, interviews (See Appendix IV for Interview Guidelines) were carried out to find student impressions of the whole ELP and to understand the scores of the Study Approaches Questionaires.  Total of 10 interviews were conducted in the Department of Applied Physics with 16 students, and 2 interviews were conducted with 4 students in the Department of Maritime Studies.

Results from the interviews indicated that a majority of students found that the ELP gave them the ideas about the aims of higher education learning and how they can benefit from it.  Students found that the ELP gave them a positive views about themselves, their courses and the university. They value what they had learnt from the ELP. 

Students found the workshop on ‘Examination and Assessment’ most useful, because they found  it very useful and practical  and directly related to the university study and it was conducted by their own lecturers. Students found ‘Managing your study more successfully’ with time management useful to them; this may be due to the fact that (1) most Hong Kong secondary school students have little experience  managing “free time”,  (2) the pacing of work is imposed in detail from outside, and (3) they are used to the concept that  learning is preparing for examinations. The workshop helped them to find a balance between work and leisure. Students also found the workshop ‘Learning in groups’ useful; they said they could  apply many of the skills learned  to their  learning  and studying. Students were asked to form self-selected groups that ideally made up of three. In this group discussion, students discussed their understanding of assigned readings and other related materials. Students were encouraged to clarify, challenge and apply concepts and understandings in specific tasks. Students saw that this procedure increased their motivation in their academic work and developed their thinking skills and most important, that they can receive support from other group members.

Students showed more interest if the workshops were conducted by their lecturers from their own departments, but they also like professionals such as  counselors from the Student Affairs Office and Educational Developments Unit advisers in structured workshop discussions. Students found that the combinations of staff conducting were a good mix. 

Conclusion 

The Effective Learner Programme (ELP) was introduced to two groups of students in two different departments in the Hong Kong Polytechnic University in an attempt to improve students’ approaches of studying. The first administration of the Study Process Questionnaires was done before ELP. A second administration of the Study Process Questionnaires was near the end of the first year. The quantitative results showed that in common with students on other programmes in the Polytechnic in Hong Kong and elsewhere students in the research adopted a less ‘deep’ approach and a less achieving approach after a year in university. It can say that the ELP cannot achieve its stated objective to improve their approaches of studying. However, contrary to the results of other students after one year, the ‘surface’ approach of both groups of students did not rise. In this respect, the ELP changes made to the two groups of students were successful in reducing the negative impact of tertiary education on students’ approaches to learning. 

For this study, the time gap of eight months may be too short to measure the changes of studying approaches for a person.  So far the ELP have been run for two years, we are carrying a longitudinal study using SPQ for measuring the students after a longer period of time (two years and three year periods) with the same two groups of students. This study is still in progress and not yet completed.  More conclusions and suggestions can be drawn later in July 2000 with more SPQ data and analysis. 

The experience gained in the designing, launching and evaluating the ELP workshops was very useful and valuable for team members. Their experience and expertise can be shared with staffs in the Polytechnic University who are interested in running study skills workshops.  From Sept 1999 to April 2000, four workshops on “Helping First–year Students” sessions which had been held for staff. All workshops were well attended by staff from many departments.  Four CD-ROMs on study skills were produced which can be used for facilitating workshops for students and staff. The title of the CD-ROMs are:

1 Be a smart learner in Applied Physics

2 Be a smart learner in Maritime Studies

3 Learning in group more productively

4 Managing your study more successfully

There are many rooms for further development on “Helping First-year students to learn better”. The area of development can be in different levels of the Polytechnic University and with collaboration of the expertise with student development and staff development units and academic departments.
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Appendix 1

Effective Learner Programme for Year 1

B.Sc. Engineering Physics Students
Workshops Titles:

(1) Preparing for university learning:


· Aim to raise students awareness to be an independent learner and to adopt a more sophisticated concept of learning

· Discussion:
· Difference between university and secondary school

· New challenges in university

· Conception of learning: five stages by Saljo (1979)

(2) Be a smart learner in Physics 

· Introducing some study skills in Physics

· Career development of Physics students

· Characteristics of Physics discipline 

· Surface and deep learning in Physics (Biggs, 1992)

· Discussion:

· Learning motive and learning  strategies in university

(3) Managing your study more successfully. 

· Aims:

· Concept of time management and tips on staying balanced

· Effective reading method  

· Discussion

· Personal differences in learning style 

(4) Learning in groups more productively

· Aim to teach students how to solve problems by forming groups 

· Learning by thinking aloud in a group

· Activities:

· Work on  a problem in Physics by role-play as ‘problem-solver’, ‘facilitator’, and ‘recorder’

(5) Examination  and assessment

· Preparation for and sitting examinations, stress and anxiety

· Reasons for poor and good results

· Discussion:

· Evaluate  personal exam results and ways for improvement 

Appendix II: The Questionnaire

Tell Us What You Think

Course: Becoming an Effective Learner

Date: September 11,1998.

Session

Title




Facilitator

1

Preparing for university learning

Mrs Winnie Tang

2

Be a smart learner in Physics


Dr.K.S.Lau

3

Managing your study more successfully
Mrs Winnie Lee

4

Learning in groups more productively
Dr.Patrick Lai



DefinitelyAgree
Agree to some extent
Disagree to some extent 

Definitely Disagree

1. The course was well-organized.
4
3
2
1

2. The course was easy to understand.
4
3
2
1

3. The course was of the right duration.
4
3
2
1

4. The course offered practical suggestions.
4
3
2
1

5. The points covered were relevant to you.
4
3
2
1

6. The course was up to your expectations.
4
3
2
1


Nil
5
a lot

7. 
Knowledge gained












Nil
5
a lot

8. 
Skills developed











Part B

1. What are the two most important things you have gained from attending the course?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

2.
How would the course overall best be improved? Please give three suggestions.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

3. 
Apart from the four topics you have learnt, are there any other topics that are useful to you? Please specify.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

4. 
Any other general comments?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

Appendix III: Results of the Questionnaire

ELP Course Evaluation Questionnaire 

An Overview

AP Year 1   11-9-1998

Part A

1. Total number of respondents:
17

2. Course structure


Session 1
Preparing for university learning


Session 2
Be a smart learner in Physics


Session 3
Managing your study more successfully


Session 4
Learning in groups more productively

3. Comments on the course

1 Definitely Disagree

2 Disagree to some extent

3 Agree to some extent

4 Definitely Agree
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Part B

1. What are the two most important things you have gained from attending the course?

· ways/steps to solve problems

· reasons to study EP degree course

· how to discuss in a group

· time management

· study attitude

· the attitude towards learning

· problem solving skills

· time management skills

· skills for studying

· organize and solve problems

· how to solve problems on groups

· time arrangement

· advice of managing my study

· suggestions of learning in groups

· how to prepare myself in the university

· must study by initiative

2. How would the course overall best be improved? Please give three suggestions.

· room which close to W.C.

· more breaks

· one day two courses

· very long time

· games improved

· Q & A section can be more

· separate to two days

· time management part can be extend

· projector

· shorter duration

· more movies

· more games

· better visual equipment

· better time control

· more interesting materials

· no suggestion

· more interactive skills

· increase break time

· use ore colourful graph

3. Apart from the four topics you have learnt, are there any other topics that are useful to you? Please specify.

· interpersonal skills

· the recreational activities of PolyU

· attitude to study

· how to cooperate with other classmate

· how to use computer usefully

· the subject that I am going to study

· about PolyU, students usually know nothing about the university

· the university life

· no

· to introduce the school facilities and services

· how to use computer to assist in work

· that’s enough

· no other topic

· problems meet in university

· doctors’ requirement on us

· school facilities

4. Any other general comments?

· invite some year two students

· quite good, thank you

· no other comment

· up to standard, can be improved

· none

· the time management is good

· more time for students to have discussions

· quite good, not bad. Give much time to students to express their ideas

· four courses not held in one day

Appendix IV: Interview Guidelines

Interview Guidelines 
Differences between secondary and university education

1. 
What are the differences in your ‘approach’ of studying? For instance, in Physics.

(How did you study in your secondary school? For instance, Physics?

How do you study in university now? For instance, Physics?)

2. What are the differences between the expectations of your secondary school and university teachers? For instance, in Physics.


Can you meet their expectations?

Problems in Learning

3. What are your major learning difficulties?

4. Try to recall what difficulties did you come across in the following circumstances:

· During lectures

· Solving a problem

· Reading references

· Revising your notes

· Preparing for a test

5. What kind of help do you want? Prioritize them.

ELP

6. Do you find ELP as a whole helps your learning?

7. Which topics are most useful to you? Why?

8. How would the programme overall best be improved?

(content, format, facilitator, duration, time)
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