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Foreword 
 
 
This anthology provides a timely and welcome reassertion of the need 
to continue the shift from teaching to learning. For some of us, encour-
aging a student-centred approach to learning has been a long-term goal 
that was given additional impetus with the rapid expansion of higher 
education in the 1990s. Today, with high staff-student ratios, flexible 
learning arrangements and interactive information technology a 
learner-focused approach is vital. Furthermore, of course, years of re-
search have shown the efficacy of student-centred approaches over 
traditional pedagogy, of active learning over passive listening, of expe-
riential learning over abstruse lectures. 
 Despite the progress being made on the active learning front, there 
remains considerable emphasis on the role of the didactic teacher, with 
continued emphasis on curriculum content rather than the learning 
process. In a world where we are overwhelmed by information, the 
real need is not so much learning 'things' but knowing how to find out. 
This text offers impressive insights into a learning-based process ap-
proach. 
 Student-centred learning is a craft: it relies on knowing how students 
learn. It is means providing students with opportunities and encour-
agement to learn as they want to learn. That means knowing something 
about learning and this is where this book comes into its own. Not only 
does it provide up-to-date examples of excellent practice from around 
the world, each chapter is underpinned by an understanding of the 
learning process. The book does not adopt a single approach to learn-
ing theory but there is general agreement that learning is contextual-
ised, based on experience, both individual and social, and dependent 
on the individual identity and social position of the learner. 
 The anthology, despite its diverse authorship, provides a holistic pic-
ture of learning, the contributions are integrated and cross-refer. The 
book as a whole explores the relationship between theory and practice 
linking the concept of learning to curriculum development and learn-
ing, teaching and assessment processes. Its international focus and 
breadth are impressive but the way the whole hangs together is credit 
to the editors. 

Professor Lee Harvey
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Chapter 1 
 

The Need for Learning-Centred 
Higher Education 
 
 
Claus Nygaard & Clive Holtham 
 
 
Introduction 
This anthology addresses a wide range of issues concerning learning in 
higher education (HE). The contributors are researchers and practitio-
ners from five continents of the world, who all wish to stress how 
important it is to develop learning-centred higher education. 

Writing an anthology about learning-centred higher education is not a 
random choice. It is our experience that policies and practices of higher 
education have paid too much attention to academic content as opposed 
to learning process and to teaching as a core input, rather than learning 
as the key output. If you look at the curricula at almost any institution of 
higher education, teaching forms the central element. Students’ educa-
tion is often structured by a combination of lectures and tutorials. 
Students attend lectures where teachers present theories and models, and 
their homework consists of producing assignments which are corrected 
in tutorials. The dominant paradigm seems to be that students learn 
when teachers transfer knowledge to them. Hence, curricula are de-
signed with focus on transfer and on content rather than on the learning 
process. And teaching becomes the art of delivery of content to an 
audience. In this content-driven didactic paradigm, good presentation 
skills equal good teaching. The possible pitfalls of this view of teaching 
and learning are dealt with in more detail in the chapters throughout the 
anthology. 

Here we present an alternative understanding of higher education. We 
move from a content-based view to a learning-centred view of higher 
education. In that respect the anthology comprises a move from a tradi-
tional paradigm with syllabus-driven didactic teaching to a learning-
centred paradigm. It is our underlying argument that such a shift in 
higher education benefits student learning and facilitates students’ self-
development of higher-order thinking skills and transferable competen-
cies.  



Understanding Learning-Centred Higher Education 

12 

In a broad perspective, the anthology is written to inspire those who 
are committed to quality enhancement in higher education. The authors 
as a whole believe that the move to learner-centredness lies at the heart 
of modern quality enhancement, and its chapters advocate such a shift in 
paradigm. But quality enhancement is an intricate process that takes 
place in a polyphonous context with multiple stakeholders. Learners, 
teachers, departments, study boards, study administrations, faculties, 
university administrations, and university management groups are 
important internal stakeholders. Employers, partners, politicians, press, 
local community and potential students and their parents are important 
external stakeholders. 

Working with quality enhancement is the art of positively matching 
multiple stakeholder relations and, at the same time, continuously 
innovating and developing existing good practice. In this anthology, the 
authors reflect upon proposed strategies for managing such intricate 
stakeholder relations to enhance quality in teaching and learning 
through learner-centredness. 

The anthology has three main sections each devoted to discussions of 
three central themes that concern learning-centred higher education: 
 
1. the concept of learning  
2. curriculum 
3. learning, teaching and assessment (LTA) processes 

 
These are vital themes for anyone who works with quality enhancement 
of higher education. The main themes of the anthology and some of the 
questions addressed are presented in table 1.1. We also introduce a 
theory-practice continuum which facilitates discussions of these three 
central themes and integrates theoretical conceptualizations and 
practical issues. Using table 1.1 as a starting point, the individual 
chapters of the anthology deal with one or several combinations of 
theory and practice within the themes of learning, curriculum and/or 
LTA-processes.
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  The concept of 
learning 

Curriculum LTA-processes 

Theory What is learning? 
How is learning 
conceptualised? 

What is the role of the 
curriculum? 
How do we understand 
curriculum? 

What do we mean 
by LTA-processes? 
How can LTA-
processes ideally 
affect student 
learning outcomes? 

Practice How do we know 
learning when we 
see it? 
How is learning 
measured? 

How do we develop a 
learning-centred 
curriculum that 
specifically addresses 
students’ learning 
processes? 
How is a successful 
strategy for curriculum 
development 
implemented at a HE-
institution? 

Which LTA-
processes fit the 
learning curriculum? 
What are our 
experiences with 
different types of 
LTA-processes? 
How are learning-
centred LTA-
processes 
implemented? 

 
Table 1.1: Main themes and key questions of this anthology 
 
In the following three sections we take a closer look at the central 
themes previously presented. In doing this we present the scope of the 
anthology, and we give a broad overview of the approaches to and 
understandings of learning-centred higher education that are presented 
in the anthology. 
 
The concept of learning 
Although not being based on one definitive learning theory, the chapters 
in the anthology share certain assumptions about learning. At this initial 
stage, we could make the following statements about learning. 
 
1. Learning is never a simple repetition of previous learning. People 

learn based on their experiences and expectations. Therefore learning 
is always new and different (Hermansen, 2005).  

2. Learning is not an isolated individual psychological process. 
Learning is both an individual and a social process (Lave & Wenger, 
1998). 

3. Learning is a contextual process tied to particular situations 
(Bandura, 1975; Kolb, 1984; Vygotsky, 1987; Wenger, 1998; 
Hermansen, 2005). The learner is an individual in a learning context 
that changes over time. 
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4. Learning is a process affected by the identity of the learner 
(Greenwood, 1994; Wenger, 1998; Bramming, 2001). 

5. Learning is a process affected by the social position of the learner 
(Lawson, 1997), and by the learners’ embeddedness in social 
collectivities (Greenwood, 1994). 

 
Summed up, learning can be seen as a multifaceted process through 
which we as people create meaning. On the basis of this meaning we 
create an outcome of the learning process. Table 1.2 classifies key 
learning outcomes. 
 
Learning outcomes Definition 
Knowledge To be able to perceive and make sense of 

information and/or data and link it to past 
experiences 

Skills The ability to solve a problem by using a particular 
technique and/or performing a particular task or 
activity 

Competence-in-practice 
 

The ability to apply one’s knowledge and skills in 
such a way that the task at hand is solved in a way 
which is recognised as being competent by relevant 
peers 

 
Table 1.2: Potential learning outcomes 
 
We deal with these potential learning outcomes in more detail below. 
Doing so enables us to address the concept of learning-centred higher 
education more precisely. 
 
Knowledge 
We define knowledge as “the ability to perceive data or information, to 
create meaningful connections, link these to past experiences, and to 
project to future situations”. Information alone is not knowledge. 
Cognition is a prerequisite for knowledge and conceptualisation an 
outcome thereof. As knowledge creation is linked to past experience, 
knowledge itself becomes contextual. Knowledge cannot be seen as an 
isolated phenomenon related only to the learner. 
 
Skills 
We define skills as “the ability to perform a task or activity that creates 
solutions within a problem area”. Skills are founded on knowledge; 
knowledge provides the basis that enables you to analyse a problem and 
to use this analysis to perform an activity that will solve the problem. A 
skill comprises more than the mere knowledge that a problem exists; it 



The Need for Learning-Centred Higher Education 

15 

also comprises a dimension of action – of being able to apply one’s 
skills in order to solve problems.  
  
Competence-in-practice 
We define competence-in-practice as ”the ability to apply one’s 
knowledge and skills so the task at hand is solved in a way which is 
recognised by relevant peers as being competent”. In order to be 
competent-in-practice learners needs to solve tasks both technically and 
in a professional work environment, i.e. doing what needs to be done 
and doing it the acceptable way. Following Nygaard & Bramming 
(2008) we argue that being competent-in-practice is threefold: 
 
1. to possess the competence to solve a problem in practice 
2. to be able to apply one’s competence and contextual knowledge 
3. to be recognised as competent by more experienced peers in the 

social collectivities of which one is a member 
 
Competence-in-practice is contextually bound. To be competent-in-
practice is to have sufficient knowledge and skills, to be able to read the 
contextual “game”, the rules, norms, values, and to be able to enact and 
react (by using ones knowledge and skills) in ways which are recog-
nised as competent by ones peers (Bramming, 2001; Nygaard & 
Bramming, 2008). The notion of competence-in-practice reminds us that 
our graduates will use their qualifications in multiple social collectiv-
ities, and when doing so their competence-in-practice will be judged by 
different peers. Competence-in-practice as learning outcome automati-
cally calls for a stronger integration of academia and society, of theory 
and practice because only by doing so will higher education institutions 
(HEIs) be able to educate graduates who are judged to be competent-in-
practice. 

Following this conceptual introduction to the concept of learning and 
possible learning outcomes, we take a detailed look at the second theme 
of the anthology, namely: curriculum. 

 
Curriculum 
Although the field of curriculum theory is rather diverse, it is possible to 
define two broad streams within curriculum theory: a content stream 
and a process stream. Whether curriculum is considered as content or 
process affects the way in which curriculum issues are approached. We 
will deal with these two broad streams and their consequences for 
curriculum in the following paragraphs. 
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Content stream 
The content stream focuses on academic content and sees the 
curriculum mainly as a syllabus or guide for teaching. Typically, 
content-based curricula are based on a decontextual conceptualisation of 
learning (Nygaard & Andersen, 2005). Finding the right course book 
seems to be the key to educating competent students. Within the content 
stream, curriculum development is seen as a rather rational process, 
because it more or less starts and stops with defining the syllabus. If any 
course evaluation is devised, this is mostly a matter of measuring the 
ways in which the syllabus and assignments fit together and of 
measuring students’ satisfaction level. The content stream is clearly 
linked to the aforementioned syllabus-driven didactic paradigm. 
 
Process stream 
The main focus of the alternative process stream is the curriculum as a 
designed program of learning. The aim of the curriculum is to establish 
a range of activities and methods that will lead to student learning. It is 
based on a contextual conceptualisation of learning (Nygaard & 
Andersen, 2005). Here the main functions are facilitation, coordination, 
supervision and evaluation. This is quite different from simply design-
ing the syllabus. As the curriculum progresses over time, as students 
learn, curriculum development becomes an iterative process of facilita-
tion and coordination. The process stream is linked clearly to the 
learning-centred paradigm which is presented in the various chapters of 
this anthology. 

 
Table 1.3: Two broad streams within the curriculum literature (Nygaard & 
Bramming, 2008) 
 
Table 1.3 draws together the two streams; broadly speaking, the 
chapters of this anthology follow the process stream. The authors see 
curriculum development as a question of designing and implementing a 
learning-centred action plan that provides learners with an environment 

 Content stream Process stream 
Curriculum Syllabus/guide for teaching Learning-centred action plan 
Conceptualisation 
of learning 

Decontextual learning Contextual learning 

Orientation Input orientation Output orientation 
Main focus points Course reading lists/ 

assignments/exams 
Activities and methods 
facilitating student learning 

Main functions Design, development, 
implementation and 
evaluation 

Facilitation, coordination, 
supervision and evaluation 
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conducive to learn and to reach valuable learning outcomes. The process 
stream thus has an output orientation rather than an input orientation. 
Teaching does not automatically generate learning, which is why learn-
ing becomes central and teaching becomes peripheral. Learning, as an 
experience-based and contextually-bound process, calls for main 
pedagogical functions like facilitation, coordination, supervision and 
evaluation. 

The learning-centred curriculum requires that learning itself is seen as 
a central pedagogical concept. It means that the art of facilitating 
students’ learning processes itself becomes a pedagogical key issue. The 
central pedagogical question is not “what to learn”, but “´how to learn”. 
No learning method works for every person in every situation. There-
fore, the underlying pedagogical concept must enable students to learn 
what they know and what they do not know, and also to learn how they 
can improve their learning. The learning outcomes may be the ones 
described in table 1.2 above, namely knowledge, skills, and compe-
tence-in-practice. 

One of the key questions regarding the development of a learning-
centred curriculum is of course, how is that actually achieved? This 
anthology contains many excellent ideas and examples of that. At this 
early stage, we shall try to conceptualise this in a more overall way by 
looking at ways in which the aforementioned learning outcomes can be 
integrated in the curriculum. 

 
Developing a learning-centred curriculum 
The previously mentioned characterisations of learning have key 
implications for the curriculum. First of all we have to take into 
consideration that people learn based on their experiences and expecta-
tions. This means that different students do not perceive and make sense 
of information and/or data in the same way. Neither do they link to 
identical past experiences. Every student has unique experiences, 
values, norms, routines, and so on. This uniqueness must be taken into 
account when the curriculum is developed. It is not a good idea to 
construct a course consisting only of lectures, as teachers will then not 
gain insight into the individual knowledge production of students. We 
do not seek to eliminate lectures, but rather to deploy them when most 
appropriate. For examples, lectures tend to be an inappropriate 
pedagogical method when the aim is for students to become aware of 
and reflect on their own knowledge production. 

Second, we have to take into account the fact that learning is both an 
individual and a social process: Learning is bound to the individual 
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student who holds the fundamental responsibility for the learning 
process. As an individual process, learning progresses at the student’s 
own tempo. In this process the individual seeks to create meaning and 
connections between previous knowledge and future anticipated 
experiences; an individual process that can be described as a constant 
movement between feedback and feedforward (Hermansen, 2005). The 
student reconciles any previous knowledge of theory, methodology and 
practice with expectations of the outcomes of, for example, reading 
more theory, trying out new methods of research or analysing new 
empirical data. The process may be predominantly unconscious or 
routine, or it may demand an explicit thought process. In other words, 
the individual learning process can involve any degree of active mental 
effort from habit to reflection (Hermansen 2005). Further, the individual 
learning process takes place in a constant movement between toil and 
surplus (Hermansen, 2005) meaning that the student may need to work 
hard to create meaning (toil) or that new knowledge may be relatively 
easy to acquire (surplus). Using this focus on feedback-feedforward, 
habitus-reflection, and toil-surplus, we are able to develop study pro-
grams in which the interaction between the students, teachers and others 
takes account of the individual learning process. But learning is also a 
social process that takes place in the interplay of students, teachers and 
others involved in the process. The relations between the students (for 
example, in their group work) and their relationships with the teachers 
has a decisive influence on facilitating their learning processes; there-
fore, we experience that different teachers, disciplines and learning and 
assessment processes achieve different degrees of success in creating 
the context for and facilitating the learning processes of the students. 
The learning-centred curriculum explicitly focuses on the role and 
function of different pedagogical methods.  

Third, we have to bear in mind that learning as contextual process is 
tied to particular situations. Group work is not just group work. A 
lecture is not just a lecture. An assignment is not just an assignment. We 
have to take into account that learning contexts change over time; 
contexts change whenever students, supervisors, teachers, mentors, 
researchers, practitioners and others interact with each other in practical 
ways during the educational process. This interaction involves a meet-
ing of different sets of experiences and, as a result, the relationship 
between the current learning situation and expectations to the future and 
possible learning outcomes is continuously modified. When we develop 
a learning-centred curriculum we should actively build on this contex-
tual interplay. One of the consequences of this view of the learning 
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context is that we must deliberately devise teaching and assessment 
methods that will exploit the heterogeneity that we know exists in the 
learning processes of the students. Courses and study modules, activities 
and examination methods etc. must be prepared and utilised purpose-
fully in relation to the particular learning situation. We cannot assume 
that a lecture given at a certain point during one course will have the 
same learning impact the next time the course is run. Courses must be 
devised and developed in a close and active interplay with the students 
and with the learning outcomes achieved so far. 

Fourth, it is important to bear in mind that, as previously mentioned, 
learning is a process affected by the identity of the learner. The learning 
process (both individual and social) is associated with the student’s 
individual life project: Who am I? What do I want to be when I finish 
my studies? What are my expectations after graduation? What are my 
dreams for my life and my career? The learning process – and its 
organisation (both individually and socially) – enables the student to 
build a certain identity. The identity that is created has a decisive 
influence on the way the individual student approaches the study 
activities and upon the results of the activities. Identity comprises both 
academic factors and aspects that are not related to the studies at all. In 
planning the content of study programs, it is vital to consider the 
development and progression in students’ identity creation. When 
developing the learning-centred curriculum, we must draw in the 
personal lives, personal development and social relationships of the 
students (as well as all other relevant factors affecting identity creation) 
so that these become active elements in the learning process. 

Fifth we have to take seriously that learning as process is affected by 
the learners’ social position and by the learners’ embeddedness in social 
collectivities. Following Lawson (1997) social positions give respons-
ibilities, obligations and prerogatives. Teachers have teaching respons-
ibilities, administrative obligations and special prerogatives by virtue of 
their position in departments, teaching and research networks. Students 
have academic and social responsibilities, obligations during their 
courses, and prerogatives by virtue of their positions as students in study 
programs. Social positions are not identical across social collectivities, 
and students and teachers experience different responsibilities, 
obligations and prerogatives from institution to institution; from faculty 
to faculty within institutions; and even from study program to study 
program within faculties. Lawson (1997) also stresses that social 
positions are either externally or internally related. In the case of the 
social positions of teachers and students, these are internally related. 
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That is because they are defined by virtue of the relationship in which 
they stand to each other. It is not possible to think of the position as 
teacher without the position as student. A student and a librarian, on the 
other hand, are externally related as the definitions of these social 
positions are not mutually interdependent. When we develop learning-
based curricula, it is important to think of social positions and the ways 
in which they are related, because the ways in which students, teachers, 
administrators, librarians, faculty members in general and so on interact 
is governed by their social positions and the relations between them. 
The curriculum we develop becomes a network – a set of related social 
positions governed by the rules and practices associated with them. 
Social positions are an important part of students’ identity creation and 
are influential in relation to their learning process and learning 
outcomes; thus it is important to think of social positions in the various 
phases of curriculum development. At the same time the 
responsibilities, obligations and prerogatives of the students are defined 
in relation to other social positions. This means that different curricula 
will manifest different ways of enabling and constraining student 
learning, as different stakeholders holding different social positions are 
active in developing the curriculum and takes part in the everyday 
learning processes of students.  

As the above five points demonstrate, to adopt a process stream 
approach to the curriculum automatically affects curriculum develop-
ment in a variety of ways. The curriculum becomes an output oriented 
learning-centred action plan, where contextual embeddedness, social 
identity and the social position of the students are important factors in 
understanding student learning. The main focus points of curriculum 
developers become the activities and methods that facilitate student 
learning under the premises and preconditions mentioned. The main 
functions become the facilitation of learning processes, coordination of 
pedagogical activities, continuous supervision in relation to student 
progress and systematic evaluation focusing on student learning. In turn, 
seeing the curriculum as a learning-centred action plan automatically 
forces us to discuss the nature and implication of different processes for 
student learning. Below we take a closer look at the concept of LTA-
processes. 

 
Learning, teaching and assessment processes 
Advocating a learning-centred curriculum calls for learning, teaching 
and assessment (LTA) methods and study related activities that have 
student learning at their nexus. Linking back to our conceptualisations 
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of learning itself and to the process stream of curriculum theory, we can 
sketch a picture of the overall nature of LTA-processes we think will be 
suitable to include in the curriculum. 

First, we believe that LTA-processes and study related activities must 
activate students and enable them to take responsibility for their own 
learning process. Out go “spoon-feeding” lectures where students are 
treated like a passive audience. “Traditional” lectures ought to be 
deployed where they serve specific purposes, and otherwise kept to a 
minimum. Do not waste students’ time repeating what is in the textbook 
and do not give them information they already have or they can find 
themselves if instructed properly. The role of lecturers should be to 
inspire and provoke the students by presenting their own analyses and 
syntheses, while students should be required to relate the content of the 
lecture to their own learning experiences (be they academic or practi-
cal). Make students work actively with their own constructions of 
meaning, let them formulate their own learning goals and design and 
choose their own learning activities within the span of the overall 
academic curriculum. Treated in this way, students tend to learn at a 
higher level. 

Second, it is important that LTA-processes and study related activities 
take into consideration the individual learning styles of students and 
make room for their identity creation projects and their own meaning 
creation processes. This may be done by using methods like narrative 
techniques, learning portfolios, and online academic discussions among 
students and between students and teachers. When students are given 
the opportunity (or task) to formulate ways in which they themselves are 
related to and affected by the academic content and processes they will 
enhance their learning outcome and learn at a higher level. 

Third, we find it important that study programmes are enquiry-based 
and related to current practice (both academic research practice and 
“real life” practice applying universal knowledge). Learning processes 
could include case teaching/learning, problem-based learning or 
research-based learning; all these processes challenge students to use 
academic content as a vehicle to identify, analyse and solve practice-
bound problems. Students are trained to use higher-order thinking skills 
and, thereby, tend to learn at a higher level. 

Fourth, give students a range of options in terms of teaching, learning 
and assessment methods, including course activities, routes of progress, 
choice of syllabus, examination methods and learning techniques, so 
they are motivated to take a personal stand and invest in and tailor their 
own learning process. In doing this they are forced to link their previous 
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experiences with their own learning goals in a very concrete way, 
leading to greater reflection both in relation to academic content and the 
practical future use of the learning outcomes. Doing so, students will 
use higher-order thinking skills, and thereby tend to learn at a higher 
level. 

Having painted this broad picture of requirements and suggestions it 
is important to note that no single study method or learning related 
activity is supreme. The relative advantages of the various processes and 
activities will depend on situations and learning goals. Throughout the 
anthology a large range of learning processes and learning related 
activities are presented and discussed, each with a link to a certain 
learning context, a certain academic discipline, or a certain curriculum. 
Taken overall, we can say that the examples in this anthology point 
towards the use of teaching and assessment methods that focus on the 
learning processes of the students. This, we argue, is a beneficial 
tendency because it tends to help students learn at a higher level. 

 
The challenge of change within diversity 
The world itself is becoming more compact, as a result of enhanced 
communications, and more interdependent, as a result of accelerating 
globalisation. But this means that previously introverted and differenti-
ated cultures now co-exist in society, workplaces and education. Any 
more from the traditional discipline-based view of higher education is 
unlikely to find immediate favour with academics who have been 
successful in the discipline-based approach (and who are good at it). 

All of this is on top of individualised differences in personality type 
and learning styles. Perhaps the group most heavily threatened and 
challenged by change are many students themselves. Few nations have 
secondary school systems that encourage independent learning and 
critical thinking, indeed some have systems that promote the opposite. 
So, new undergraduates used to the formulaic teacher-centred approach 
of a secondary school in which they are successful, can and do feel very 
challenged by the very different climate in a learning-centred university. 

Some students may never come to really accept student-centred 
methods such as reflective learning, and this in turn means that 
institutions need perhaps to adjust their recruitment methods so that 
their learning approaches are more transparent, and students can select 
their university course in good knowledge of the nature and diversity of 
learning approaches used. 
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How do we prepare for the learning-centred curriculum? 
There is no easy and best way to develop a learning-centred curriculum. 
The chapters in this anthology show that there are a lot of different 
tasks, activities and routes that improves students’ learning outcomes in 
terms of knowledge, skills, and competence-in-practice. Common for all 
chapters in this anthology, though, are that they show a preparedness to 
change the ways in which higher education is perceived, developed and 
managed. Overall they show that it is necessary to be prepared in quite a 
few areas in order to develop and implement a learning-centred 
curriculum that improve students’ learning outcomes, which is to: 
 
1. Be prepared to rethink students’ learning processes. Regard the 

students as active participants rather than passive recipients. 
2. Be prepared to implement new teaching- and learning activities, and 

be prepared that such will affect and change already established 
institutional practices.  

3. Be prepared to assign new roles to students, teachers, administra-
tors, departments, study boards, faculties and management. 

4. Be prepared to assess from several dimensions, not whether 
teaching has been well received, but whether learning has actually 
taken place. 

 
We are convinced that HEIs that take the concept of learning seriously 
and recognise that learning takes place in a social setting and is 
contextually bound will - as long as they apply this in their curriculum 
development – experience a general improvement in their study 
programs. This improvement will benefit not only the students, but also 
the HEIs themselves and, in the final analysis, society. This anthology is 
proof that the eagerness and energy to make such changes exists. 
 
Contributions in this book 
Over the next 16 chapters, researchers and practitioners from five 
continents of the world share their views and practices of learning-
centred higher education. They deal with philosophies, challenges, and 
best practices from their own institutions. We shall briefly touch upon 
the chapters and their approaches in order to show the integrated nature 
of the challenges facing us all in higher education when we move from 
a traditional didactical approach to a learning-centred approach.  
 Chapter 2, by Reid & Petocz, “A tertiary curriculum for future 
professionals”, presents research on students' views of their discipline, 
learning and their future profession and links this to the development of 
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a learning-centred curriculum. Evidence from a broad range of 
disciplines such as music, statistics, design, law and mathematics is used 
to explicate an approach to a curriculum that enhances students' 
professional preparation. Reid & Petocz chapter shows us the 
importance of integrating the mindset of students in our efforts with 
curriculum development. 
 Chapter 3, by Wells & Ball, “Understanding - the purpose of 
learning”, discusses the relationship between individual learning and the 
larger societal context in which that learning takes place. It argues that 
formal education should build on learning-centered approaches and 
develop curricula that allow students to study on an “apprentice-like” 
basis. Doing so will enhance students’ higher-order thinking skills. 
Experiences from two concrete curricula designs are used as cases of 
reference. 
 Chapter 4, by Newman & Holtham, “Emergent knowledge - 
pedagogies and technologies to support group learning”, tells the story 
of how technology has been used to support critical thinking in 
management education. As knowledge emerges at different problem-
solving stages in group learning it can be refined, leading to a new 
design for e-learning: emergent learning habitats. Newman & Holtham 
integrates a conceptual model of knowledge construction developed by 
Wells & Ball in their chapter and as such takes further the purpose of 
learning as presented in chapter 3. 
 Chapter 5, by Herrera & Margitay-Becht, “Fun is learning - a case 
study of gaming as education in virtual worlds”, presents the results of a 
special course aimed at a well-defined subculture of students. The 
authors held the ex ante assumption that if relevant concepts of various 
social sciences were addressed in a form and environment that is well-
known to the students, the learning process will change from the usual 
“understanding” (or in worse cases, “memorizing”) to that of “realiz-
ing”: a kind of awakening to knowledge they already possess. In this 
chapter they make the claim that this approach can and will achieve 
outstanding results, and they illustrate those claims with the experiences 
they had with a mixed group of students engaged in massively 
multiplayer on-line role playing games. With their chapter, Herrera & 
Margitay-Becht, take upon themselves the challenge of facilitating 
creativity and learning (using an e-learning console) as introduced by 
Newman & Holtham in chapter 4. 
 Chapter 6, by Mathiasen, “Is there a nexus between learning and 
teaching? - communication as a facilitator of students’ knowledge 
construction”, contributes to the discussions of communication forums 
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as a potential facilitator for learning processes and knowledge 
construction. The chapter offers a theoretical framework which can be 
used to discuss students’ knowledge construction, in the light of 
operative constructivism, inspired by Luhmann’s systems theoretical 
approach to epistemology and communication. Based on the theoretical 
framework Mathiasen develops a “reflection tool” that can help qualify 
the pedagogical decisions and discussions when developing specific 
lessons or entire study programs in which students’ knowledge 
construction is in focus. As such her chapter shows both a theoretical 
and a normative approach to curriculum development. 
 Chapter 7, by Meier & Nygaard, “Problem Oriented Project Work in 
Higher Education”, introduces problem oriented project work, and 
discusses it from an organisational perspective. They show ways in 
which the educational practices of problem oriented project work is 
organised by a number of agents, and they discuss the new roles that 
face key stakeholders (students, teachers, and study boards) if problem 
oriented project work is to be successfully implemented in the 
curriculum. 
 Chapter 8, by Chehore & Scholtz, “Exploring a pedagogy that 
supports problem-based learning in Higher Education”, positions 
problem based learning as a learning strategy that could prepare 
students in HE for the challenges in the contemporary workplace. The 
qualities required in the workplace are linked with the knowledge and 
skills acquired through problem based learning. They propose a model 
which shows how cognitive, psychosocial and disciplinary based 
knowledge and skills are acquired, and in that way they present a 
supplement to the chapter by Meier & Nygaard. Both approaches 
(problem oriented project work, and problem based learning) is inquiry-
based teaching-and-learning methods, and helps curriculum developers, 
teachers, and students reflect their everyday learning strategies. 

Chapter 9, by Brüssow, “Concept mapping – a tool to reach learning-
centredness”, continues the learning-based discussions of LTA-
processes from the chapters by Meier & Nygaard, and Chehore & 
Scholtz. Here the potential value of concept mapping as a constructive 
or generative learning strategy to reach learning-centredness in higher 
education receives attention. Brüssow commences with the principles of 
concept mapping; a description of the structure of learning; the role of 
concept mapping in teaching and learning with specific reference to 
constructivism, and finally meaningful learning, collaborative learning 
and conceptual development. In doing so she presents an interesting and 
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in some ways also challenging teaching and learning method to the 
“toolbox” of curriculum developers, teachers and students. 
 Chapter 10, by Belluigi, “Making allowance for doubt - arguing for 
validity in evaluation processes”, is a natural follower to the previous 
micro-oriented chapters focusing on teaching and learning methods. 
Shifting evaluation away from its focus on the assurance of the quality 
of teaching and courses, this chapter discusses the importance of the 
teacher developing valid evaluation practices that enhance and facilitate 
student learning. The underlying argument is that evaluation should 
model research practice, with congruency between the learning models 
that inform the lecturer’s curriculum design and those which inform 
his/her approach to evaluation processes. Belluigi discusses a large 
range of evaluation methods, such as journals, portfolios, free writing 
activities, storytelling and image associations, as possible options, not 
only to allow for the appropriate collection of data but moreover to 
facilitate students’ learning engagement. In order to close the feedback-
loop to students, she argues for student participation in the interpretation 
of this data. That, she stresses, also leads to the positive side-effect of 
student learning from the evaluation process itself. Something we all 
struggle with in modern HE, where quality assurance in some situations 
seems to outcompete quality enhancement. 
 Chapter 11, by Niculescu & Usaci, “Metaphor and drama as effective 
study methods leading to competence through ‘committed learning’”, 
discusses how we by perceiving students as student-learners can 
develop curricula that actively leads to committed learning from 
students. They draw on their experiences with alternative approaches to 
curriculum at their university in Romania. The core issues are 
considered to be the priority of learning, the key outputs of education, 
and the concept of “committed learning” representing more a learning 
style than an attitude. With their discussions of metaphor and drama as 
effective (and alternative) study methods, their chapter presents an 
inspiring alternative route to our conceptualisation of curriculum. 
 Chapter 12, by Alias et al., “A context-driven approach to designing 
the adult learning experience”, describes a context driven approach to 
designing the adult learning experience that takes into consideration the 
cultural dimensions, technological imperatives and the characteristics of 
the adult learners. In their chapter they illustrate how these aspects are 
weaved, explicated as design principles, and consequently constructed 
into the adult learner’s learning environment in the form of an online 
support tool termed as a Learning Console. As such they go from a 
narrow to a broad view of curriculum (following Reid & Petocz in 
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chapter 2), and inspire us to think of the curriculum as being 
contextually embedded and therefore something that needs to 
systematically address culture, technology, and personal characteristics 
of the learner. With their concrete experiences from the Malaysian HE-
sector, their chapter adds a normative dimension to the discussion of the 
development of learning-centred higher education. 
 Chapter 13, by Atlay et al., “Stimulating learning - creating CRe8”, 
continues the focus on curriculum development, and discusses the 
development of a university-wide curriculum framework which empha-
sises a personalised, learner-centred approach and learning as a process. 
Doing so they also consider curriculum change and related issues. 
Although they use a case from the HE UK-sector as their reference, the 
challenges described in relation to curriculum development carry 
remarkable similarities to the challenges facing HEIs in Malaysia. As 
such, chapters 13 and 12 are closely related and both presents 
interesting challenges facing curriculum developers.  
 Chapter 14, by Nikkola et al., “Towards a deeper understanding of 
learning in teacher education”, introduces the education of primary and 
secondary teachers as carried out by the University of Jyväskylä in 
Finland. Their underlying argument is, like the one presented by Meier 
& Nygaard in chapter 5, that curricular changes and implementation of 
learning-centred teaching and study methods require new roles and new 
competencies of key stakeholders. Here they focus on the new roles of 
teachers, when a learning-centredness has to be implemented, and they 
show how they work with teachers training in order to develop teachers’ 
awareness of their new roles and their competencies to fulfill new roles. 
With their teacher training project, they aim at solving the problem of 
superficial understanding of learning in teacher education. Although 
being aimed at primary and secondary school teachers, their approach 
shows remarkable similarities to teacher training in universities and may 
indeed help to improve the quality of learning in higher education in 
general. 
 Chapter 15, by Irgens & Ertsås, “Higher education as competence 
program providers in a nationwide school reform”, is another case of 
universities working to improve the quality of teaching at the primary 
and secondary school level. The authors describe the role of universities 
as competence providers in the Norwegian school reform, and show 
how higher education is challenged when required to employ compe-
tence programs to help school managers and teachers implement a 
nationwide school reform. They also show the tensions that arise as a 
result of these challenges, when two philosophies of teaching and 
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learning meets in order to improve the educational sector that eventually 
feeds the universities with students. The lessons learned, they argue, is 
that curricular reforms as this require a change from content- to process 
thinking in higher education; a transformation from a transfer- to a 
learning paradigm. As such, the reform does not only represent a 
challenge to schools, but also a serious challenge to higher education. 
Therefore it is an interesting case study of the ways in which the two 
educational sectors look upon each other and eventually works together 
to integrate quality at all educational levels.  
 Chapter 16, by Dahan et al., “Reengineering teaching and learning in 
higher education in the development of human capital - the Malaysian 
initiatives”, discusses the development of a holistic curriculum where 
teaching and learning methods are reengineered in order to fulfil the 
imperatives of the Malaysian (international) knowledge society. Doing 
so they bring the micro-perspectives of the previous chapters to the level 
of society, and address the overall challenges facing HEIs as 
“providers” of graduates to the flexible and international societies. 
Although they use the HE-reform in Malaysia as a case of reference, 
their chapter is in no way “limited” to Asian conditions. The holistic 
curriculum they present is an inspiring and thoughtful model that can be 
applied in multiple educational context in order to address the learning-
centredness argued to be important for graduates’ employability in our 
knowledge societies. 
 Chapter 17, by Holtham & Courtney, “Interlacing teaching and 
learning strategy in business education”, perfectly concludes the book, 
as they provide a thorough discussion of the three concepts of the LIHE-
framework (table 1.1 in this chapter) in relation to the UK HE-sector. 
Not only do they discuss ways in which different stakeholders think of: 
1) learning, 2) curriculum, and 3) LTA-processes; but they also 
investigate and propose institutional and practical strategies for 
overcoming barriers to a learning-centred curriculum in business 
education. Doing so they tie together a lot of the debates presented in 
the previous chapters. 
 Chapter 18, by Nygaard & Holtham, “Racing the sun home - the 
creation and future perspectives of LIHE”, is a concluding chapter that 
describes the philosophy of the International Academic Association 
LIHE (Learning in Higher Education), the symposium that led to this 
book and the future perspectives for LIHE. 
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Chapter 2 
 

A Tertiary Curriculum  
for Future Professionals 
 
 
Anna Reid & Peter Petocz 
 
 
Introduction 
In this chapter we discuss the challenges of developing a tertiary cur-
riculum appropriate for the complexity of preparing students for pro-
fessional life in the 21st Century. Although our discussion has a strong 
philosophical aspect, it is firmly based on a body of empirical research 
investigating students’ views of their discipline, learning and their fu-
ture professions. 

A curriculum for a tertiary-level course can be situated between the 
‘narrow’ and the ‘broad’. A narrow curriculum looks inward to the 
discipline and focuses on the techniques that will be used by students 
in specific situations. A broad curriculum looks outward beyond the 
discipline and focuses on its use as an inclusive tool to investigate, par-
ticipate in, or even change the students’ world. Fewer courses are built 
on this approach, despite the benefits that it can bring in terms of rele-
vance and students’ enthusiasm. 

During the previous three decades, many empirical studies have 
been carried out in tertiary education to investigate students’ concep-
tions of their discipline and their learning. Taken as a whole, the re-
sults of this research are quite clear: in every discipline area, students 
learn (and teachers teach) in ways that range from limiting to expan-
sive, and they view their discipline in ways that range from limiting to 
expansive. These conceptions are hierarchical and inclusive, so those 
students and teachers who view their subject or their learning/teaching 
in expansive ways have access to the full range of conceptions, 
whereas those who view them in limiting ways are restricted to the 
narrow conceptions. Another important concern is students’ (and 
teachers’) understanding of the professional world of work. Based on 
our studies, we have developed a model – the ‘Professional Entity’ – 
that describes views of professional work using three levels of percep-
tion. Each of these levels corresponds with a particular approach to the 
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discipline, curriculum design, and to learning or teaching in that disci-
pline. 

Further, tertiary students need to develop various dispositions and 
abilities that will be required for their future professional roles, in addi-
tion to studies in their discipline area. These include creativity, sus-
tainability, ethics and cross-cultural sensitivity, all of which could be 
considered as trans-disciplinary or ‘generic skills’. While universities, 
industry and governments recognise them as important professional at-
tributes, little is known about how students understand and experience 
them: one of our current projects is investigating this. 

Our (and others’) research into students’ conceptions of specific dis-
ciplines, learning and professional dispositions gives a clear idea of 
their view of a broad (as opposed to a narrow) curriculum. Such re-
search indicates that a broad curriculum can make them more effective 
as future professionals. Our key job as university educators is to trans-
late this body of research into broader, more holistic curricula. In this 
chapter we indicate how this can be done, and how the benefits of such 
an approach can be made explicit to students and teachers 
 
What is learning? 
A challenge presented in the introductory chapter of this volume is the 
definition of a theory of student learning. We are asked to consider the 
question “What is learning?”: this is at the heart of the research de-
scribed in this chapter as the answer immediately relates to the design 
of curriculum, and the extent to which it is narrow or broad. The ques-
tion can be answered from many viewpoints: students are generally in-
terested in their own learning, while institutions are primarily inter-
ested in the quality of the learning environment. Before we discuss our 
own empirical bases for answering this question, we will summarise 
the relevant research background in terms of views of student learning 
and notions of curriculum. This will provide a context in which we can 
develop our arguments. 

In the last decade of the 20th century, a sector-wide interest in im-
proving the quality of teaching and learning in higher education re-
sulted in research that was directly aimed at identifying which aspects 
of learning are important for the improvement of both learning and 
teaching. The description of deep and surface approaches to learning 
and their relations with conceptions of learning – based on students’ 
views of their learning experience (Marton & Säljö, 1976; Marton et 
al., 1993), formed the research bases for the widely- used text Learn-
ing to Teach in Higher Education (Ramsden, 1992). This text was an 
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integral part of many professional development activities in the 1990s, 
and ideas stemming from these activities have resulted in the develop-
ment of curriculum, materials, teaching actions, and learning environ-
ments that focus on the quality and diversity of the student experience. 
This early work that identified students’ conceptions of learning is now 
so widely recognised that university promotions committees look for 
evidence of student-focused teaching and the demonstration of schol-
arly approaches to teaching as part of their deliberations. 

Academics entranced by the commonsense aspects of this research 
base set about uncovering the variety of ways students (and teachers) 
understand various topic areas in an attempt to enhance the design of 
learning experiences: examples are biological concepts (Hazel et al., 
1996), wayfinding (Kwan & Gerber, 1994) and the physics of sound 
(Linder & Erickson, 1989). In turn, this research was supported by 
studies that looked at students’ (and teachers’) experience of entire 
subject areas such as science (Prosser et al., 1995), theology (Morgan, 
1999), accounting (Lucas, 2000) and even academic development 
(McKenzie, 2002). In these examples we see a developing intersection 
between the ways that students experience a specific discipline area 
and their conception of learning in that discipline. 

In conjunction with the focus on subject and ideas contained within 
a subject, the research began to explore the ways in which students un-
derstood learning in their subject. Prosser & Trigwell (1999) based 
their text on this premise as they exhaustively explored each aspect of 
students’ learning situations to generate a model of an integrated learn-
ing theory. They utilised some of the early work of Biggs (1999a), who 
described the presage-process-product model of learning. Prosser & 
Trigwell’s extensions of the model were described as a “constitutiona-
list model of student learning” (p. 17) which indicated that a student’s 
learning situation simultaneously included his/her prior experience, 
approaches to learning, perceptions of the situation and learning out-
comes. 

Curiously, all of these studies, while looking at the subject and the 
learning of the subject from a student perspective, focus almost exclu-
sively on formal institutional learning. In the latter part of the decade, 
and now reaching into the new century, the focus of tertiary curriculum 
– and of course learning – has shifted towards students’ appropriate 
preparation for the world of work. Rather than concentrating on what it 
takes to learn within the context of specific disciplines within formal 
modes of study, researchers are now integrating those earlier ideas 
with an exploration of what it takes to become a professional. Atlay et 
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al. (this volume) also show how contemporary institution-wide cur-
riculum change includes professionalisation as a core value. This shift 
in focus emphasises that learning is constituted by attention to informal 
as well as formal learning activities. Subtly, the orientation of re-
searchers (and consequently teachers and learners) is moving beyond 
epistemological issues towards a more ontological approach – the “on-
tological turn in our thinking about higher education” proposed by 
Barnett (2007, p. 9). That is to say, epistemological orientations to re-
search in learning lead to changes in the way curriculum is constructed 
and teaching and learning are carried out (what is put into a course – 
content and teaching approach), while ontological orientations lead to 
increased awareness (by teachers and students themselves) of who the 
student is, how they think about themselves and how they change dur-
ing and beyond the course of their studies (Barnett, 2007; Dall’Alba & 
Barnacle, 2007). Nikkola et al. (this volume) give an example to show 
the development of a curriculum for teacher education that makes ex-
plicit use of ‘life-world ontology’ by using students’ everyday experi-
ences as a starting point. Herrera & Margitay-Becht (this volume) il-
lustrate the same point with their case study of learning anthropology 
and economics through ‘gaming’ in virtual worlds. 

As curriculum developers move beyond a consideration of the disci-
pline only, they usually start to integrate aspects of ‘generic’, ‘core’ or 
‘key’ skills. In the modern competitive university environment, devel-
opment of these skills is seen by graduate employers as an added 
value. Students too are beginning to see that these skills can provide a 
relevance for their more formal studies and become an important com-
ponent in their transition from learning to work. Washer (2007) sug-
gests that a focus on the development of generic skills for graduates 
has been prompted by employers who see higher education as the main 
means of preparing their workforce through a focus on skills develop-
ment. He provides evidence of the sorts of skills that may be relevant: 
communication skills, working with others, problem solving, nume-
racy, the use of information technology, learning how to learn, and 
personal and professional development. A quick evaluation of these 
skills indicates an emphasis on the more functional ones, those skills 
that can more easily be accommodated into curriculum. 

In an exploration of the transferability of such skills in work situa-
tions, Billing (2007) infers that learning approaches influence the qual-
ity of transfer. In particular, Billing notes the importance of social 
situations as a means of developing skills that may transfer from one 
situation to another (also apparent in Nikkola et al., this volume). Tak-
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ing Billing’s approach, curriculum developers should then concentrate 
on promoting situations where students actively participate in the con-
struction and critique of their own knowledge. Billing (2007) indicates 
that students need to be ‘motivated’ (which hints at an ontological ori-
entation) as “motivation promotes self-regulated learning” (p. 508). 
There may be, however, some difficulty in assisting students to be-
come motivated. Justice et al. (2007) concur by suggesting that active 
learning modes result in deeper understandings and integrations of 
knowledge through heightened student engagement (see also Holtham 
& Courtney, this volume).  

It would seem reasonable that interest is the genesis of motivation in 
a particular area. Our own research (described later in this chapter) 
shows that students have different ways of experiencing learning and 
different perceptions of their future work. These experiences and per-
ceptions combine to give students a reason to focus on certain aspects 
of their formal studies. However, professional bodies also have a 
vested interest in what recent graduates bring to the workforce. 
Thilakaratne & Kvan (2006) demonstrate this in their exploration of 
competence-based assessment in architecture. Here, a professional 
body – outside the university – mandates the minimum and mastery-
level standards they expect. Associated universities are then ‘vali-
dated’ to teach a curriculum that focuses nearly exclusively on these 
competencies. The problem here is that particular, ‘tickable’ compo-
nents become the major focus of the formal study and, as the compo-
nents come from a reputable professional body, provide an indication 
about the flavour of that profession. In the case cited, students then fo-
cus on their demonstration of the competencies rather than on their 
role as professionals in that area. Svensson (2006) connects the ideas 
of competency and professionalism, stating that in his study “Profes-
sionalism was regarded by respondents as contextual competence 
rather than as a general capability. Practical knowledge, experience 
and knowledge in use were stressed over theoretical knowledge and 
formal education” (p. 579), and that “Competence is a broader con-
cept than knowledge, since it has emotional and social as well as cog-
nitive components. Competence is based on ability in relation to the 
work, and is often expressed in terms of the credentials and merits of 
an individual” (p. 586). These situations clearly outline the epistemo-
logical and ontological conflict suggested earlier. 

A complete contrast to the competency approach is curriculum that 
focuses more on how students come to understand their own place in 
the world. For example, Dahan et al. (this volume) illustrate the impor-
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tant affective domains, such as spirituality, that relate to an individual 
student’s development of self. An example of this sort of curriculum is 
one that claims to be ‘internationalised’. Absalom & Vadura (2006) 
propose that hegemonic curriculum should shift to overtly focus on in-
tersections across societies and cultures. From their analysis of Bates 
(2005) they also suggest that academics’ and students’ commitment to 
freedom and inclusion alleviate the dominance of the marketing per-
spective of internationalisation. These discussions take us further in the 
direction of an ontological view of learning. Dall’Alba & Barnacle 
(2007) acknowledge that epistemological perspectives on learning re-
sult in a focus on generic or transferable skills while ontological per-
spectives focus rather on embodied knowledge where students are able 
to ask the important questions regarding who they are becoming as a 
result of education. The issue of becoming then becomes central as 
students seek to make knowledge a part of their own being. Abrandt 
Dahlgren et al. (2007) re-analysed two international research projects 
to explore issues of identity and engagement. They found that students 
were capable of developing rich understandings of themselves as pro-
fessionals, and that such development was built up from their experi-
ence of being students in particular discipline areas, their perception of 
their future professions, the way in which their formal learning experi-
ences were presented and the way in which they saw the totality of 
their formal and informal learning. They argue that if students are 
aware of broader views of knowledge in their professional area, and 
also of the broader dimensions of learning for the profession, then they 
are likely to have a repertoire of capabilities, values and knowledge 
that can be adapted to suit particular situations. And finally, Dall’Alba 
& Barnacle (2007, p. 680) sum up the implications of an ontological 
approach to learning by suggesting that the aim of formal learning 
should be: “…to transform as people, to become architects, psycholo-
gists, biologists, etc., who enact ways of being in the world appropri-
ate to the practice in question that are also responsive to changing 
practice contexts. In other words, we are calling for educational ap-
proaches that engage the whole person: what they know, how they act, 
and who they are”. 

 
Using research to understand learning 
We have already introduced the body of research on students’ and aca-
demics’ views of their discipline, learning and the ontological and 
epistemological orientations that curriculum may take. Our own re-
search has added to these results, initially in the field of music (Reid, 
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1997, 2000, 2001), then in design (Reid & Davies, 2003), law (Reid et 
al., 2006), mathematics (Reid et al., 2003, 2005; Petocz & Reid, 2006) 
and statistics (Petocz & Reid, 2001; Reid & Petocz, 2002). Overall, 
these studies demonstrate that there is a wide range of variation in stu-
dents’ (and teachers’) ideas about their learning and their discipline. 
This finding, while not startling in itself, provokes us to explore the 
implications of this wide variety for any pedagogic situation. 

In our own research we have focused on students’ understanding of 
a range of disciplines, their learning, and their perceptions of future 
professional work as opposed to our own ideas as lecturers of impor-
tant content or pedagogical method. This approach informs our overall 
development of curriculum and encourages our use of learning activi-
ties that directly target a specific cohort’s understanding and approach 
to their discipline. We see this as an essential step to encourage stu-
dents to develop mature conceptions of learning and an appreciation of 
the place of their discipline in their professional life. 

We and our colleagues have carried out several series of in-depth in-
terviews with students from cohorts who were studying music, design, 
law and the mathematical sciences, and who were planning to become 
professionals in some area related to these disciplines: some of the in-
terviews were ‘retrospective’, carried out with recent graduates look-
ing back on their studies. The interviews were designed to encourage 
our participants to think about the discipline and their learning, and to 
describe the ways that they constituted meaning from their experi-
ences. We asked students questions such as: “What is design?”, “What 
do you understand mathematics to be about?”, “What do you aim to 
achieve through your learning of music?”, “How do you know when 
you have learned something in statistics?” and “What do you think it 
will be like to work as a legal professional?” These questions were 
followed by further probing questions which responded to their an-
swers: for example, general questions such as: “Can you give me an 
example of that?” and “What do you mean by ‘understand’?” or spe-
cific questions such as: “What are they missing out on, people who see 
maths as a tool?” 

We have analysed the information from the interviews using an es-
tablished qualitative methodology known as phenomenography (see 
Marton & Booth, 1997, for a summary) that looks at how people ex-
perience, understand and ascribe meaning to a specific situation or 
phenomenon. Phenomenography is a qualitative orientation to research 
that takes a ‘non-dualist’ perspective and is often used to describe the 
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experience of learning. This means that learning is seen as a relation 
between the person and the situation that they are experiencing. 

Phenomenography defines aspects that are critically different within 
a group involved in the same situation. It is these differences that make 
one way of seeing the situation qualitatively distinct from another and 
define different conceptions. The aim is to discern the breadth and 
variation of students’ experiences and understanding as indicated in 
the transcripts of their interviews. For curriculum, this means that a 
core focus is on the variation found in students’ understanding of dis-
cipline topics, of learning and of the use of the discipline for their fu-
ture. 

Our analysis resulted in models – outcome spaces – for students’ 
conceptions of the various disciplines we studied, and of learning in 
those disciplines: these are described in detail and supported with stu-
dents’ quotations in the papers referred to previously. Although these 
outcome spaces are different (not unexpectedly), they are broadly par-
allel and can be summarised in three levels (see table 2.1). While we 
do not have space here to describe our analyses in detail, a few quotes 
from our transcripts can indicate the range of variation. First, two con-
trasting views of music: Matthew focuses exclusively on the technical 
aspects of his discipline, illustrating the most limited conception of 
music. On the other hand, Jane shows the most expansive conception 
of music as communicating personal meanings: at the same time, she is 
obviously aware of the narrower conceptions of music as technique 
and as discovering the musical meaning of a composition. 

 
Matthew (music): Well going beyond the key and what sort of ac-
cidental notes there are in it, I’d look for difficult sections and 
isolate those and practice those before I’d try to play the whole 
piece through. And I’d start to practice the whole thing at a slow 
tempo. So even the parts that are easy to play I would play those 
at below the speed that I would be able to play it at and then I 
would gradually increase the speed until I was able to play them. 
(Reid, 2001, p. 30) 
 
Jane (music): Well it’s on different levels. You learn technical 
things you learn, I mean you’re going through the process of 
technically learning something whether you’re analysing doing 
the fingering. Of course doing the phrasing. Looking at everything 
critically in the piece. But you’re on another plane of learning as 
well. That you keep well in mind what happened in that period. Of 
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what the composer, what other works the composer has written. 
What the composer has intended through his writing. And you 
really need to put that in, to the playing as well. And of course it’s 
got to be personalised and what you think of, about a particular 
composition and what you think about a composer, is going to be 
your own interpretation of the piece. … And you’re well aware of 
the composer and you know, life itself putting all that into a com-
position. (Reid, 2001, p. 35) 
 

Here are two contrasting views of statistics. Tran focuses on the tech-
niques and discusses the discipline in terms of the individual subject 
names, illustrating the most limited conception of statistics as tech-
niques. Jessica, on the other hand, talks of the statistics involved in dif-
ferent aspects of life, showing that she holds the broadest conception 
of statistics as an approach to life. 

 
Tran (statistics): When I did Stats 1, I had no idea. I find it inter-
esting in Stats 2 because I did it better. I like to use the computer 
programs like Minitab, now I am doing Time Series, it is also 
about Regression. I found it very interesting. … It is not related to 
any other maths subject or any other finance subject. It is finding 
the relationships, like in between the dependent and independent 
variables, but this doesn’t relate to any other subjects. The only 
thing I know about stats is regression analysis. I find the probabil-
ity a bit hard. (Reid & Petocz, 2002) 
 
Jessica (statistics): It [statistics] is pretty relevant in lots of things. 
Like, they might compare cultures or something like that, and just 
the statistics involved in, for example, in our exam there was a 
question about drugs, and it’s just interesting just what they get 
out of statistics and how they analyse people and things and life in 
general from statistics. I find that interesting. (Reid & Petocz, 
2002) 
 

And finally, two contrasting views of learning, Jacinta’s relatively na-
ïve conception focusing on acquisition, and Sharmaree’s contrasting 
view showing her personal change: 
 

Jacinta (law): For me learning is such an arbitrary process, it’s 
ridiculous, I mean, I don’t know how I learn, I’ve got no idea how 
I learn things, I really don’t know. Sometimes, you know, rote 
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learning, sometimes yeah, I don’t know, well, in law there’s not so 
much rote learning of course. Is that what you mean, I really 
don’t know? I don’t know how I learn, I really don’t, I just tend to 
read things a couple of times and it sort of sticks. (Reid et al., 
2006, p. 89) 
 
Sharmaree (law): It’s just completely opened my eyes, like just 
completely made me look differently at the world, and it’s only 
really now that I can see that, I think, I want to go somewhere 
where I can use everything that I have learnt, but I think that I 
have learnt so much from it that it doesn’t really matter which ca-
reer I choose to take, I’m always going to look at the world differ-
ently because I’ve studied it, I’m sure I think I’ll take it with me. 
… And I think I just maybe aim to not ever shut my eyes again, 
just realise that there’s always so much more than what you see 
going on. (Reid et al., 2006, p. 92) 
 

In common with other phenomenographic outcome spaces, the concep-
tions that we have identified and described are hierarchical and inclu-
sive (Marton & Booth, 1997, pp. 125–6). Those students who describe 
the narrower, more limiting views of their discipline and their learning 
seem unable to appreciate features of the broader, more expansive 
views. However, those students who describe the more holistic views 
are aware of the narrower views, and seem able to integrate character-
istics of the whole range of conceptions to further their own under-
standing of both discipline and learning. This was illustrated by Jane’s 
quote about music, and is one reason why we as educators value the 
broader, more holistic conceptions. Another reason is that these con-
ceptions, along with the students’ perceptions of their learning envi-
ronment and their intended learning outcomes, contribute to the ap-
proach that students take to any learning task. Students who have a 
narrow conception of their discipline and learning will only be able to 
adopt approaches to learning that are consistent with those concep-
tions: students with broader views have a wider range of learning ap-
proaches that are available to them (Reid, 2001). The implications of 
these findings for curriculum design will be discussed later. 

 
The professional entity – perceptions of profession 
At the tertiary level, students look beyond classes and curriculum to-
wards their future professional life. Their perceptions of their future 
profession influence their approach towards their learning at university 
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(as their lecturers’ perceptions of their professional world influence 
their teaching approach). Our investigations of this link evolved from 
research in music education (Reid, 1997), where a strong relationship 
was found between students’ (and teachers’) understanding of their 
musical learning (or teaching) and their perception of work as a musi-
cian. A limiting ‘technical’ view of the profession of music corre-
sponded with a learning focus on development of atomistic musical 
skills. At the other extreme, an expansive ‘personal meaning’ view of 
the musical profession allowed students to focus their learning on the 
meaningfulness of music. Despite some disciplinary variation, similar 
results were found in the fields of design, statistics, law and mathemat-
ics. The recognition that views of professional work and learning, and 
the relationship between them, had similarities across disparate disci-
plines, and the research on which this was based, led to the notion of 
the ‘Professional Entity’ (Reid & Petocz, 2004a). A comparative 
European study, the Journeymen project, exploring students’ ideas 
about education, professional identity and work (Dahlgren et al., 2005, 
Abrandt Dahlgren et al., 2006) adds support to our ideas. 

The Professional Entity is a unifying way of thinking about students’ 
understanding of professional work, organised in a hierarchy of three 
levels (see table 2.1). At the narrowest, Extrinsic Technical level stu-
dents describe a perception that professional work consists of technical 
components that can be used when the work situation demands it. This 
is the case not only in music, but also in design, law, and the mathe-
matical sciences: in each case, the characteristic view of the profession 
is of a collection of technical components that can be used as needed. 
At the broader Extrinsic Meaning level, students hold that professional 
work is about understanding the important characteristics of the pro-
fessional discipline itself. In each of the disciplines we have examined, 
students hold that professional work is about developing the meaning 
inherent in discipline objects – the background meaning of musical 
scores, the social meaning of designed products, the interpretation and 
application of the legal system, and the meaning expressed in numbers, 
equations or datasets, and their expression as models of aspects of real-
ity. The broadest conception is the Intrinsic Meaning level, where stu-
dents perceive that their professional work is related to their own per-
sonal and professional being. This is manifest as communicating per-
sonal meaning through music, self expression through the design proc-
ess, an active and personal involvement with the law, or creating and 
modifying views of the world based on mathematical and statistical 
evidence. 



Understanding Learning-Centred Higher Education 

42 

The importance of the Professional Entity is that each of its levels 
corresponds with a specific approach to learning or teaching, and to the 
discipline being studied. So, for instance, a limiting ‘technical’ view of 
the profession of mathematical scientist corresponds with a learning 
focus on development of atomistic and technical mathematical skills – 
the ‘focus on techniques’ conceptions. At the other extreme, an expan-
sive ‘personal meaning’ view of the design profession allows students 
to focus their learning on the meaningfulness of the design process – 
the ‘focus on self expression’ conception. An important observation is 
that encouraging students to broaden their conception of their disci-
pline and profession seems to give them access to a broader range of 
approaches to learning (see particularly Reid (2000), in music, and 
Reid & Petocz (2002) in statistics). 

 
Broadening the view of professional formation 
When students move from higher education into the world of profes-
sional work, they will find that they need more than disciplinary skills 
and knowledge. Their employers will expect them to demonstrate crea-
tivity in problem finding and solving, to have a well-developed ethical 
stance, to be able to contribute to their company’s position on sustain-
ability and sustainable development, and to display a high level of 
cross-cultural sensitivity. These higher-level graduate dispositions 
could be considered as trans-disciplinary or ‘generic skills’ from the 
universities’ pedagogical and curriculum perspectives, to be developed 
as part of every student’s learning program (Barrie, 2004). 

Knowing that students express a range of different ideas about their 
future work, and that this is related to their learning whilst at univer-
sity, gives us the opportunity to provide learning situations where a 
student who might express a limiting, technical conception could be 
provoked to move beyond those ideas towards more enabling and in-
clusive views. Any curriculum has the potential to gain synergies from 
such components of professional formation. Yet without appropriate 
direction, students may have little idea that creativity, ethics, sustain-
ability or cross-cultural sensitivity will play a part in their discipline 
studies or their professional life, and indeed the interpretation of these 
important notions may be problematic (Fallows & Steven, 2000). For 
example, they may encounter an imprecise idea of creativity in sub-
jects where assessment criteria specify creativity as a high learning 
outcome, even though there is considerable variation in teachers’ un-
derstanding of the concept in different domains (Cropley, 2001; Reid 
& Petocz, 2004b). 
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 S
ta

tis
tic

s Focus on techniques/ compo-
nents: mathematics and statis-
tics consist of individual tech-
niques and components, and 
students focus their attention 
on disparate mathematical 
and statistical activities includ-
ing the notion of calculation 
(interpreted in the widest 
sense). Learning consists of 
doing required activities, col-
lecting methods and informa-
tion, in order to do well in as-
sessments, examinations or 
future jobs. 

Focus on models and data: 
mathematics and statistics 
consist of models of some as-
pect of reality. Students focus 
their attention on setting up 
models of a specific situation 
(e.g. a production line) maybe 
based on data in the statistical 
case, or a universal principle 
(e.g. the law of gravity). Learn-
ing is about applying mathe-
matical or statistical methods, 
linking theory and practice, to 
understand these disciplines 
and the areas where they are 
applied. 

Focus on life: mathematics 
and statistics are an approach 
to life, a way of thinking, an 
inclusive tool to make sense 
of the world, and students 
make a strong personal con-
nection with their own lives. 
Learning is about developing 
mathematical and statistical 
ways of thinking, using this to 
change one’s view of the 
world and satisfying one’s in-
tellectual curiosity. 

La
w

 Focus on rules: the discipline 
of law is a collection of rules 
and regulations that need to 
be imparted or applied in vari-
ous contexts. Learning in law 
consists of acquiring items in 
order that they can be applied 
in such a way (including ac-
quiring a law degree itself). 

Focus on the legal system: 
law is a dynamic system of 
rules and regulations that 
needs to be interpreted and 
facilitated, and that can be 
used to maintain the status 
quo or to provide a framework 
to change society. Learning in 
law is about acquiring the ap-
propriate legal context and 
skills, and using them to inter-
pret and even critique the le-
gal system. 

Focus on self: law is an ex-
tension of self, a way of think-
ing and living, a dynamic sys-
tem with which students are 
actively involved and able to 
change using reflection. 
Learning in law is about realis-
ing one’s full potential and us-
ing this to change one’s own 
life and to make a difference 
to one’s clients’ lives. 

D
es

ig
n Focus on skills: design is con-

cerned with being able to ap-
ply skills appropriately, about 
actually doing something. 
Learning in design is about 
developing skills, acquiring 
knowledge and remembering 
techniques so that the appro-
priate ones can be selected in 
any specific design context. 
This can involve applying and 
experimenting with different 
techniques. 

Focus on interpreting: design 
is concerned with meeting the 
needs of society, about inter-
preting the requirements that 
people have for designed 
products. It is understood to 
be about doing something to 
solve a problem, particularly 
problems faced by clients. 
Learning in design consists of 
becoming part of the design 
community, focusing on the 
social and team aspects of the 
design process. 

Focus on self expression: de-
sign is concerned with com-
municating, understanding 
people and the impact that 
one’s designs have on people. 
Learning in design is under-
stood to be a process of self 
discovery focusing on self ex-
pression, reflection and inte-
gration. 

M
us

ic
 Focus on techniques: music 

consists of technical aspects 
and discrete musical ele-
ments, and written music is 
seen as a series of technical 
problems that have to be indi-
vidually solved. Learning is 
about acquiring these tech-
niques and elements by copy-
ing what teachers demon-
strate, primarily by breaking 
skills down to their smallest 
components and then combin-
ing them into musical tech-
nique, demonstrated in ex-
aminations and performances. 

Focus on musical meaning: 
music comprises the various 
meanings found within the 
written musical text and its 
stylistic and historical context. 
Learning is about discovering 
such meaning within the mu-
sic, usually by reflecting on 
and adapting the teacher’s 
advice about stylistic interpre-
tation, and integrating this ad-
vice with other musical 
sources (such as recordings). 

Focus on communicating per-
sonal meanings: music is 
about communication, not only 
of the meaning inherent in the 
written music itself but includ-
ing the personal meaning of 
the music for the performer. 
Learning is about reflecting on 
the musical and personal 
meaning of a piece and dis-
covering ways to communi-
cate these meanings to an 
audience through a perform-
ance. 

P
ro
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-
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 Extrinsic Technical: profes-
sional work is constituted as a 
group of technical compo-
nents that can be utilised 
when the work situation re-
quires it. 

Extrinsic Meaning: Profes-
sional work focuses on devel-
oping the meaning inherent in 
discipline objects 

Intrinsic Meaning: professional 
work is essentially related to a 
person’s own personal and 
professional being. 

 
Table 2.1: Disciplinary variation in conceptions of discipline and learning, 
linked with perceptions of future profession 

 



Understanding Learning-Centred Higher Education 

44 

C
ro

ss
-c

ul
tu

ra
l s

en
si

tiv
ity

 Awareness: students talked 
about cross-cultural sensitivity 
in terms of being aware of the 
‘otherness’ of different people 
and groups (and also of how 
easy it is to give offence). This 
awareness was based heavily 
on proximity in the specific con-
text – an Australian university 
with large numbers of overseas 
students studying with local 
students. 

Knowledge: students focused 
on cross-cultural sensitivity in 
terms of their knowledge of 
other people’s and groups’ be-
liefs, approaches and culture. 
This was often linked with the 
notion of expedience – using 
knowledge about others’ cul-
tural differences as a way of 
managing them in a business 
situation. 

Respect: added to an aware-
ness of difference and a 
knowledge of other people’s 
beliefs and cultures is the no-
tion of respecting others’ be-
liefs and changing one’s ac-
tions and even one’s own be-
liefs in response to them. 
There is also an awareness of 
the basic idea of globalisation – 
that every student is an inter-
national student in some re-
spect or context. 

S
us

ta
in

ab
ili

ty
 Distance: students approached 

the idea of sustainability via a 
definition, maybe a dictionary 
definition of ‘keeping some-
thing going’ (maybe them-
selves or a business), but es-
sentially to keep the concept at 
a distance and avoid any fur-
ther engagement with it. Some 
students needed to have the 
word translated before talking 
about it. 

Resources: students ap-
proached the notion of sus-
tainability by focusing on re-
sources needed – labour, 
markets, environmental re-
sources – particularly for the 
purposes of keeping a busi-
ness going. In a more general 
context, people talk about ma-
terial (minerals, water, soil), or 
biological (fish, crops), or hu-
man (minority languages, 
populations, economies) re-
sources. 

Justice: sustainability is ap-
proached by focusing on the 
notion of ‘fairness’ from one 
generation to the following one, 
or even within one generation. 
The idea is that sustainability 
can only occur under these 
conditions. Students talk about 
‘what a company must give up 
in order to keep going’. 

E
th

ic
s Subjective beliefs: students 

talked of ethics in terms of per-
sonal, subjective beliefs and 
ideas about right and wrong. 
Ethics was held to be a per-
sonal idea, naive in that the 
concept was largely unexam-
ined and un-theorised in any 
way. Some students needed to 
have the word translated be-
fore talking about it; others 
mixed up different uses of the 
word, for example ‘work ethic’ 
was treated as part of ethics. 

Rules: students viewed ethics 
as personal or subjective be-
liefs about right and wrong in-
formed by rules. These rules 
could come from a variety of 
origins – family, the bible, the 
university, the company they 
worked for, and the laws of the 
land. Students’ experiences 
showed that different sorts of 
ethical values could be found 
in different life contexts (pro-
fessional, local club) and that 
they could adapt their subjec-
tive ethical views to business-
related ones with no problems 
of logical dissonance. 

Effect on others: ethics con-
sists of personal beliefs about 
right or wrong, informed by 
rules, and modified by the no-
tion of treating others well – in 
the way that you would like to 
be treated. Students are aware 
of and discuss the notion that 
their actions can affect others, 
and they can see that expedi-
ence is not a valid justification 
for any action. The conception 
includes a clear focus on the 
effect of one’s ethical stance 
on other people through critical 
reflection. 

C
re

at
iv

ity
 Definition: students talked 

about creativity in terms of 
fairly simplistic definitions or 
stock phrases (‘thinking outside 
the square’) that revolve 
around the notions of differ-
ence or newness, but did not 
come closer to any deeper 
thinking about creativity. All 
students seem to have been 
exposed to the word ‘creativity’ 
as part of their studies, but to 
some of them it was an unex-
amined idea. 

Attribute: students viewed 
creativity as an attribute of ei-
ther a person or a process or 
a product: the most common 
attribution was to a person. 
While the three attributions 
could be related (in that a 
creative person would be car-
rying out a creative process 
resulting in a creative prod-
uct), the view was limited and 
‘one dimensional’ in that the 
focus was on only one of 
these, and ‘fixed’ in that the 
person (or process, or prod-
uct) was either creative or not. 

Comprehensive: students 
viewed creativity in several 
(usually three) distinct ways – 
as a characteristic of a person, 
or as a process, or as a prod-
uct – and the views were com-
bined or integrated, resulting in 
a multi-dimensional conception 
of creativity. People talking 
about creativity in this way also 
came up with novel views of 
creativity itself, e.g., as a prod-
uct of a combination of ideas 
from different people. 

In
te

rs
ec

tio
ns

 Disparate: students saw essen-
tially no connections between 
the different dispositions, de-
scribing them in completely in-
dependent ways. 

Sporadic: students noted spo-
radic connections between 
two or three of the disposi-
tions, for example, the ethical 
dimensions of sustainability. 

Inter-connected: students were 
aware of connections between 
the dispositions. These may be 
somewhat forced (e.g. all 
taught at university), or more 
natural (e.g. all needed in 
preparation for the workplace). 

 
Table 2.2: Conceptions of graduate dispositions and of their intersections 
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Yet academics’ ideas of sustainability and creativity and their role in 
teaching and learning (Reid & Petocz, 2006) show a wide range of un-
derstanding about the meaning of the terms, and difficulties in incorpo-
rating the notion of sustainability into specific disciplines (e.g. in 
mathematics, Petocz & Reid, 2003). It seems that these aspects of pro-
fessional formation often appear to be something that can be picked up 
elsewhere (Chapple & Tolley, 2000). Even if a lecturer is willing to 
discuss the issues, their students may perceive them to be merely an 
‘add-on’ to their syllabus unless they develop deeper, more realistic 
notions about their future professional lives (de la Harpe & Radloff, 
2000). 

One of our recent projects examined these dispositions from the per-
spective of international and domestic business students at a university 
in Sydney, Australia. We carried out interviews with a total of 44 stu-
dents, half of them (Australian) domestic students, half of them over-
seas students, mostly from south-east Asia. Some of the interviews 
were carried out by e-mail, others face-to-face, both individually and 
in groups of two to four students. Students were asked questions such 
as “How do you understand the idea of creativity?” and “What role do 
you think sustainability will play in your future professional work?”, 
with follow-up questions such as “Could you give me a specific exam-
ple?” and “What do you mean by moral obligations?”. They were also 
asked specifically about the inter-relationships between the four dispo-
sitions and their university studies. A preliminary examination of the 
whole body of transcripts (more than 88.000 words) was used to iden-
tify thematic categories for each of the dispositions (Reid et al., 2006), 
while the main analysis used a phenomenographic approach to investi-
gate the qualitatively different ways that students viewed creativity, 
ethics, sustainability and cross-cultural sensitivity and their intersec-
tions (summarised in table 2.2). 

While the outcome spaces are different for each disposition, as ex-
pected, there are some commonalities. Each disposition is described by 
three levels of conceptions, and these levels are again hierarchical and 
inclusive. Those students who describe the narrower conceptions seem 
unaware of the broader ones, while those who describe the more holis-
tic conceptions are aware of the narrower views as components of their 
own understanding. The narrowest and most limiting conception is 
characterised by subjectivity, minimal awareness, unexamined think-
ing and definitions or stock phrases designed to keep the concept at a 
distance. So, for instance, the following quotes from Xena and Adam 
exemplify this for creativity and ethics: 
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Xena: Creativity is something new and different. A new way to ex-
amine something, like thinking outside of the box. 
 
Adam: Ethics. Ah, that’s a very grey area. I’m not sure. I haven’t 
put a lot of thought into it, but I think, I think everyone does be-
have according to their ethics. I mean, you wouldn’t do something 
if it wasn’t, if you don’t feel it was right. 
 

At the broader, intermediate level, the conception of the disposition in-
cludes external influences beyond the subjective, and a more argued 
and measured thinking. This is illustrated by Liz’s discussion of sus-
tainability: 

 
Liz: Basically in a business/commercial sense they are referring 
to probably acting in the best interest of society and reflecting en-
vironmental concerns about pollution, waste disposal and scarce 
resources in their bottom line. Also, facilitating sustainable devel-
opment in their business activities. In an economic sense sustain-
ability might touch on the concept of scarce resources and the in-
teraction between demand and supply for certain resources. 
 

At the broadest and most holistic level, each conception contains the 
idea of awareness of other people’s points of view, the notion of fair-
ness in balancing their and one’s own views, and the possibility of per-
sonal change in response to this. Eddie’s view of cross-cultural sensi-
tivity illustrates this broadest conception, as does the following small 
section from Paul’s discussion of creativity: 

 
Eddie: I understand the idea of cross-cultural sensitivity as the 
appreciation of different cultures, languages and backgrounds, 
etc, and to realise that differences exist between people with dif-
ferent cultures and backgrounds. To the highest level is to accept 
everyone with different cultures as part of a large community that 
we are all living within. 
 
Paul: I think it’s part of being human being. I think creativity is in 
every aspect of life. You know, from organisational work to, you 
know, university study to, to relationships, to you know, to I mean, 
it’s, every aspect of life creativity touches in a lot of ways, so. 
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It would seem that a curriculum that acknowledges and specifically in-
cludes students’ ideas about such professional dispositions could bene-
fit students through an increased possibility of engagement with stud-
ies of their discipline. In doing so, we move from narrower concep-
tions of teaching as knowledge acquisition to broader conceptions of 
learning as including ontological change. 

 
Implications for curriculum 
From the research cited above, and the broader field in which that re-
search is located, it would appear that the construction of a tertiary cur-
riculum for future professionals is both complex and contested. Com-
plex because of the interactions found between discipline-based 
courses and their associated professional bodies, and because of the 
different ways in which students (and teachers) experience the disci-
pline and the profession; contested because some aspects of students’ 
experience and expectations for their learning imply a focus on the 
epistemological aspects of learning whilst others favour the more onto-
logical. 

From the perspective of the learners involved in our studies, a terti-
ary curriculum that may best suit their future needs is one that focuses 
on the broader aspects of the subject. So, from the perspectives of the 
learners involved in our study, we could suggest that activities, mate-
rial and content that encouraged students with more limiting concep-
tions to expand, reflect on and assimilate broader ways of thinking 
would be useful to their future careers. It would also seem that an aim 
towards the broadest of the conceptions of each discipline would also 
lead students towards the type of ontological change discussed by Bar-
nett (2007). For instance the explicit inclusion of professional attrib-
utes may increase the relevance and interest (and hence motivation) of 
the course for students and provide situations where they may start to 
consider the importance of these dispositions for their future profes-
sional life. On the other hand, a curriculum that focuses solely on the 
techniques of the discipline would tend to constrain students’ devel-
opment of a range of professional attributes and ignore an opportunity 
to make the course more relevant to them. In particular, curriculum 
that is focused around students achieving well in assessment tasks is 
likely to encourage students towards a more limiting view of their dis-
cipline area. If the role of such assessment was subsumed into a more 
holistic approach to learning, one that recognised that students develop 
more of a personal understanding of the ‘dispositional’ components, 
and where learning was seen as part of a socially-embedded activity, 
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this may encourage students to realise the importance of a reflexive, 
integrated and personal learning approach. 

A continuing tension evident in curriculum development or change 
is the relationship between discipline-specific content and generic 
skills. Our research has tended to suggest that generic skills on their 
own simply imply another set of things that students can do. We be-
lieve that a more robust approach is to adopt a wider interpretation of 
the notion of ‘disposition’. Here we can see that it is possible to inte-
grate ways of being and ways of thinking with discipline knowledge. 
For instance, curriculum documents could explicitly include aspects of 
creativity, ethics, sustainability and cross-cultural sensitivity as core 
learning objectives and outcomes, and as a result assessment and class 
activities could be explicitly oriented to investigate these dispositions 
in context. Lecturers and tutors could aim to make these dispositions 
part of the ordinary classroom conversation and to enable learners to 
explore the transfer of ideas about them from one context to another. 

Formal learning institutions and learners could also be supported 
towards the development of dispositional thinking by the professions 
themselves. Professional societies could consider the role that these 
dispositions play in their overall social enterprise and summarise their 
thinking in policy statements. We suggest that universities and profes-
sional societies could work collaboratively, and to their mutual benefit, 
to develop curriculum that fosters creativity, ethics, sustainability and 
cross-cultural sensitivity. Such an enterprise would not be without 
problems, as these are socially-constructed dispositions, understood by 
students in a variety of ways. Further, in the context of a particular dis-
cipline, students may focus on the discipline-specific content of the 
course, or even on the details of the assessment tasks designed to bring 
a specific disposition, such as ethics, to their attention (see Jebeile & 
Reid, 2002, in accounting). 

What seems to be important is that learners come to grapple with 
these issues throughout their studies, and that their ideas should de-
velop in complexity as their studies advance. For instance, an effective 
way of developing appreciation of otherness is to explore the nature of 
cultural diversity using the diversity itself as a resource and the other 
core dispositions as vehicles (Ramburuth & Welch, 2005). Our find-
ings suggest that proximity with people from different countries allows 
students to explore and examine their assumptions regarding cultural 
diversity. If multi-national cultural groups could be used as a basis for 
discipline-based networks, then learners may be able to consider the 
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implications of their own culturally-specific viewpoint and ethical 
stance from perspectives that may be quite different from their own. 

In this way, we as educators could support the development of stu-
dents’ knowledge in different contexts (the epistemological) as well as 
their personal change and growth (the ontological), using Dall’Alba 
and Barnacle’s (2007) call for “… educational approaches that engage 
the whole person: what they know, how they act, and who they are”. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Understanding 
- The Purpose of Learning 
 
 
Gordon Wells & Tamara Ball 
 
 
Introduction 
Against the backdrop of education as typically practiced in the United 
States, this chapter proposes a conception of learning and teaching, 
rooted in Vygotsky’s (1987) theory of learning and development that 
treats understanding as the goal of education. Through dialogic in-
quiry, students at all levels are challenged and assisted to engage col-
laboratively in a spiral of knowing with respect to the areas of life that 
are of interest and concern to them; the aim is that, through the devel-
opment of individual understanding achieved in collective knowledge 
building, they will be empowered to act and think effectively and re-
sponsibly, both alone and in collaboration with others. We present two 
case studies of attempts to enact this model in practice at our own uni-
versity and extrapolate from them to argue for the pivotal role of 
higher education in the life trajectories of individuals and in the devel-
opment of society as a whole. 
 
Learning for the twenty-first Century 
The last hundred years have seen radical changes in the demands of the 
workplace as well as in understanding about learning and develop-
ment, but rather little change has occurred in the organization of 
schooling. In its early years, universal public education was, in large 
part, a response to a demand for semi-skilled workers on the assembly 
lines of industrial mass production and to the need to rapidly organize 
growing urban centers by imposing standardized procedures (Tyack, 
1974). It also coincided with the increasing dominance of behaviorist 
theories of learning, the widespread acceptance of the construct of IQ, 
and the belief that individuals’ potential for learning is largely deter-
mined by their genetic inheritance (which was itself believed to be 
strongly determined by race and class) (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). For 
all these reasons, therefore, schools were organized on the model of an 
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assembly line and on the belief that learning, to be activated, required 
sequentially organized training through compartmentalized instruction, 
drill and practice. To a large extent, this is still the basis on which most 
public schools are organized, but now with much more attention to 
“quality assessment” of the output (Oakes & Lipton, 2003).  
 In the meantime, many of those assumptions about human develop-
ment, learning and teaching have been challenged by both theoretical 
and empirical research, which has led to a very different conception of 
the ways in which they are interrelated (Case, 1996). Here, we want to 
focus on three. First is the active nature of learning. Far from being 
overwhelmed by a confusing barrage of sensory input, from the begin-
ning the newborn infant actively works on constructing meaning of the 
events in which he or she is involved. These early efforts are largely 
accomplished through face to face interaction with a primary caregiver 
(Wells, 1986). Theorists vary in how far they attribute the meanings 
that are made – the concepts or schemata that are constructed – to the 
innate organization of the mind and brain, but all are agreed that the in-
fant’s learning is dependent on acting into the world and gaining in-
formation through feedback that allows “hypotheses” to be tested and, 
when necessary, revised. Thus, central to this “constructivist” concep-
tion of learning (Piaget, 1970) is the now very generally accepted rec-
ognition, that, because new learning necessarily builds on previous ex-
perience and understanding, no two individuals make sense of new in-
formation in exactly the same way. 
 The second change is the growing recognition that, despite the in-
sights it has yielded, constructivism is inadequate as a basis for plan-
ning education, since it accords so little importance to the part played 
by teaching. Furthermore, it limits attention to the learner as an indi-
vidual, with little concern for the embeddedness of her or his experi-
ences in the particular social and cultural situations in which s/he is 
growing up (Nelson, 2007). To understand the essentially social nature 
of human development, by contrast, we turn to the work of Vygotsky 
and his colleagues. 
 What makes humans different from all other species, they argued, is 
that their development is not simply a matter of biological maturation, 
including maturation of the brain; it is also necessarily cultural. From 
the beginning, human infants are enmeshed in an environment shaped 
by the continuing effect of the solutions that preceding generations 
have found to the problems of surviving and prospering in a particular 
ecological niche; their learning thus necessarily involves discovering 
and taking over these cultural solutions so that they can participate ef-
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fectively in family and community. Unlike Piaget, therefore, Vygotsky 
(1978) argued that learning is not a matter of autonomous development 
but, instead, a kind of “cultural apprenticeship” in which, by taking 
part in activities with others, the learner encounters and appropriates 
the tools and practices of the community and, in the process, trans-
forms them into personal resources for individual thinking, feeling and 
acting. 
 Two critical differences from other species underpin the unique na-
ture of human development. The first is the infant’s innate predisposi-
tion to treat others as intentional agents and to seek to understand their 
intentions; this makes possible deliberate learning through imitation of 
others’ modeling (Tomasello, 1999). The second is the emergence of 
speech, which makes possible the more precise coordination of inten-
tions and shared reflection on the consequences of action. Together, 
these human characteristics account for the amazing cultural accumu-
lation of skills, knowledge and values in every society and the manner 
in which their individual members’ development is shaped and fos-
tered by the assistance they receive as they attempt to participate in 
community activities (Wells, 1986). 
 This view of learning and development also helps to resolve the co-
nundrum of the relationship between the individual and society, which 
can now be recognized as one of interdependence. Since society pre-
exists individual learners, it is from society that they appropriate the 
values, practices and knowledgeable skills that shape who they be-
come; conversely, it is equally the case that society is maintained and 
transformed over time through the active participation of its individual 
members. Nevertheless, the relationship between individual and soci-
ety is never direct; rather, it is necessarily mediated by the situated, 
productive activities and interpersonal interactions with specific others, 
in which individuals participate on particular occasions. It is from this 
socially situated perspective that we need to think about the goals and 
means of education. 
 The third key understanding about learning that has emerged in the 
last century is the importance of interest and engagement (Herrera & 
Margitay-Becht, this volume). When the task we are working on or the 
problem we are trying to solve is of real personal interest, learning be-
comes engaging and the desire to achieve one’s personally set goal 
provides the motivation to sustain that engagement. Ensuring the 
learner’s interest is thus of prime importance in the context of formal 
education. As Vygotsky (1978, pp. 117-118) wrote about teaching lit-
eracy, "teaching should be organized in such a way that reading and 
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writing are necessary for something … Writing should be incorporated 
into a task that is relevant and necessary for life". 
 Addressing this issue at about the same time from a similar perspec-
tive, Dewey (1938) argued that “inquiry” should be the driving force 
of education; this has led, in recent years, to the proposal that learning 
activities should take as their object significant and often problematic 
features of the students' experience and environment and have as their 
intended outcome a growth in the students' understanding, where this 
is taken to mean, not simply factual knowledge, but knowledge grow-
ing out of, and oriented to, socially relevant and productive action 
(Cohen et al., 1993). 
 In figure 3.1, we have attempted to represent schematically the way 
in which we see the relationship between learning and teaching in the 
context of formal education.  
 

Figure 3.1: A Model of the Relationship between Learning and Teaching 
(Wells, 1999) 
 
Learning is at the center of the diagram. As Lave & Wenger (1991) 
point out, learning can occur without deliberate teaching – as is the 
case in people’s participation in the activities that make up family and 
community life and in many work situations. In most countries, how-
ever, it is considered important to make provision in schools and col-
leges for the more systematic, guided learning that is required to mas-
ter the various disciplines that underpin activities in technologically 
advanced societies. In such formal educational contexts, where learn-
ing is an intended outcome of activity, teaching has two major func-
tions: the first is to select and introduce the overall topic of inquiry, 




