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HAVING been a student, teacher, parent and then a teacher trainer in Pakistan over a span of 40 years, I had always felt that education meant engaging with knowledge for the love of the world and to broaden one’s horizons; that learning was to ‘open’ minds rather than ‘close’ them. Learning had to be an enjoyable experience rather than a “soaking up” activity of taking in information. The elusiveness of a learning culture in my country started me on a journey of discovery to bring meaningful education back to our children. I had to discover that light at the end of the tunnel – a light to forge a change in the assumptions about how learning actually took place.

For most Pakistani students learning is a painful exercise where books have to be learnt from cover to cover but a love of the subject may not manifest itself. Knowledge is a ‘block’ to be chipped away at and somehow possessed, parrot fashion. All this shapes our images of acquiring knowledge and learning. A culture of achievements and accomplishments emerges and the only stamp of approval is performance based. Vaill (1996) calls this ‘institutionalised learning’ where ‘our learned images of learning prepares us for a tough time. Our images of learning do not enforce learning’. Sometimes the idea or contextualisation of learning can become so rooted in a fixed, unchangeable pattern that all other perceived aspects of a learning situation are seriously compromised. Schools, administrators, and classroom dynamics between teacher and student all get locked in a static and unproductive cycle of a mode of learning which I would like to characterise as the ‘Learning Deficit Syndrome’ in Pakistan.

My purpose encouraged me to start on my own learning journey. What I learnt was that you needed to make sense or meaning of your learning enough to know the process of how it happened and then being able to interpret, internalise and gain from it. Learning went beyond the ‘rote’ and ‘procedural’ to a multi-dimensional view of things that brought about a change in you. I needed to discover a process of learning that was effortless, enjoyable, and a social event and which actually promoted intellectual growth.

To undo the learned images prevalent in Pakistan, I will argue that learning means more than a memorisation procedure and children need to develop competence in understanding what it means to learn, who they are as learners, and how to go about planning, monitoring , revising, and reflecting upon their learning and that of others. In order to do so I will draw upon relevant literature which I feel can be incorporated to effect a change to effective learning in our classrooms. This will include a review of the conceptions of learning, the role of question stems in encouraging understanding and critical thinking or higher order thinking, the validity of students using metacognitive methodology to become responsible and strategic learners and that awareness of motivational factors for learning can combat a performance based culture by using a learning orientation to improve grades instead of compromising educational goals.

Learning in schools in Pakistan is based on the concept of formal schooling/classroom method replacing the indigenous form of learning that had been prevalent among the peoples of the Indian subcontinent. Such tradition bound “modal” classrooms conjure up an image which is described by Watkins (2005) ‘all across the world, in different cultures, a classroom dynamics are easily recognizable and markedly similar, dominant and resilient……and bears remarkable similarity with the earliest known classrooms of 5,000 years ago.’ Likewise, most teachers’ understanding of learning is embedded in the way they themselves were taught or learnt as part of formal schooling This didactic view of teaching then presumes that the learner’s mind is a “‘tabula rasa’-a blank slate…..more important in this view’s assumption that the child’s mind is passive, a receptacle waiting to be filled…..it is blankly one-way” (Bruner, 1996). The archaic pedagogy continues to exist in our country whether in the backward rural classrooms or their more sophisticated versions in the cities.

Conceptions of learning


Knowledge as being inert and fixed in books is a common assumption among the people of Pakistan. The conception of learning, consequently, invariably means to gain all the facts in the textbook. Each grade or year the acquisition grows as the amount of knowledge increases. Gibbs puts it aptly when he says ‘… the meaning of learning is to transfer units of information, or what is commonly referred to simply as facts, from an external source such as teacher or a book, into the head’. The method used is that of ‘rehearsal’ to memorise the facts. However, research has come up with richer conceptions of learning to replace this linear approach. Saljo’s research (1979) identified a set of five conceptions of learning which captured the variations in the way students conceptualised learning. Marton, Alba and Beatty’s study confirmed and built upon Saljo’s research to view learning in six qualitatively different ways.

Increasing one’s knowledge
Memorising and reproducing
Applying
Understanding
Seeing something in a different way
Changing as a person

The first two conceptions are familiar and pedestrian but in the next four conceptions of learning the common factor is ‘meaning’. If learning is conceptualised as understanding or gaining meaning, then a learning curve starts to form. The act of ‘grasping, discovering and constituting’ begins the process of thinking and forming new perspectives or views. This leads to a change in viewing a perspective holistically and deriving a contextual view of things. Over time, the learner begins to develop it as a skill and can adequately be compared to what Svensson (1984) labelled as a ‘skill’ in learning. Since the thin notions of learning exist in Pakistan, the educational experience is unable to develop minds and children lose out on what the essence of learning can deliver.

From Passive to Active Learners



In order to see learning less as a process of acquisition of knowledge and facts and more as a process of comprehension, analysis and interpretation, research findings point to the use of question stems to facilitate elaboration of material which then build complex, related and meaningful networks of knowledge. Foremost in this field is King’s study on facilitating elaborative learning through guided student — generated questioning. Findings from this study indicate that individuals understand and remember new material best when they elaborate on it in some way. The guided questioning strategy promotes students to generate specific thought provoking questions relevant to the course material which in turn elicits relevant explanations. A two fold benefit will result if this strategy is applied in classrooms in Pakistan. Firstly, elaboration of material is proved by the study in better recall of material which can combat the ‘rote’ method so commonly used. Secondly, explanation of the new material affects better comprehension or understanding of the material leading to higher order thinking levels such as analysis and critical thinking.

The model developed by King (1990, 1998) used generic question stems based on the higher levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) of thinking – application, analysis and evaluation- to prompt students’ critical thinking. According to King, “elaboration can take the form of

Adding details to the information
Clarifying an idea
Explaining the relationship between two or more of the new concepts
Making inferences
Visualising an image of some aspect of the material
Applying an analogy relating the new ideas to new things or in some other way associating the new material with information already known or with past experience”.

However, since learners find it difficult to elaborate without prompts, generic question stems have to be provided by the teachers to guide students’ learning. The question prompts for the above explanations, King lists the following:

How would you use…….to……?

What is a new example of…..?

How does………affect.………….?

Explain why………………….?

How does …..tie in with what you have learnt before?

What do you think would happen if…?

What are some possible solutions for the problem of…?

How are ..and …alike and different?

Which one is the best……. and why?

The students generate their own thought provoking questions from these content free stems which are then applied to the content of the lesson presented. Furthermore, these thought provoking questions allow students to identify the main points, find how they relate to each other and how their own prior knowledge assists in making sense of the new material. Answering each other’s questions improves cognitive processing which in turn deepens their understanding of the new ideas. It was also found that the freedom of choice given to learners in generating questions made them self regulate their learning by controlling “what they understand, what they don’t understand and what they need to study further.” (King, 1991)

Learner control through reflection

To encourage learner control research indicates the use of reflection as a powerful tool in reversing the teacher/learner equation when dependence on the teacher is negated. Boud, Keough and Walker (1987) describe reflection as “an active process of exploration and discovery.” In practice, the use of reflection transfers the learning process from the external control of the teacher to the internal control of the learner. The nature of knowledge changes too and becomes transactional. To put it simply, reflection uses previous knowledge to gain new knowledge. However, our country where assumptions of knowledge are confined to ‘facts’ or ‘bodies’ of knowledge, the concept of the learner’s knowledge about him / herself as a learner would be crucial to the initiation of reflective activity in the classroom. Weinstein and Van Mater Stone (1993) list four types of knowledge that are important for an ‘expert’ learner.

Knowledge about selves as learners e.g. What are my strengths? What are my current study habits?

Knowledge about learning tasks e.g. What does this task require for successful completion? How the performance on this task be evaluated?

Knowledge about a wide variety of strategies e.g. What cognitive strategies would facilitate the recall of this information? What can I do to keep my motivation high?

Knowledge about content. For e.g What do I know about this topic?

Ertmer and Newby (1996) focus on the use of reflection to aid metacognition (knowledge and regulation of one’s learning). According to them, an ‘expert’ learner is described as displaying planning, monitoring and evaluative skills. Zimmerman’s defines self-regulated learners as “meta-cognitively, motivationally or behaviorally active promoters of their academic achievement” (1986:308) and lists the following features as being common to “most students: selective use of learning strategies, responsiveness to feedback regarding learning effectiveness; and self-initiated efforts to seek out opportunities to learn”.

Consequently, the introduction of reflection as a tool for learning in Pakistani classrooms is essential for effective learning in order to compete in the twenty-first century for innovative academic achievements.

From Performance Orientation to Learning Orientation 



However, the prevalent view of learning among students and teachers in Pakistan is that of knowledge acquisition with predictable and measurable outcomes. The highly performance based culture within classrooms and schools in Pakistan disregards and discourages actual learning. This means-end approach limits the scope of learning as an object of learning. Both teaching and learning is compromised by the ‘hype’ to get top grades. The goals of education to realise potential, creativity and independence of pupils become issues to be swept under the carpet.

Carol S Dweck in an interview to Education World supports her views when she says “Problems arise when students come to care so much about their performance that they sacrifice important learning opportunities and limit their intellectual growth.”

Even more so she stresses that “too many students are hung up on grades and on proving their worth through grades. Grades are important, but learning is more important.”

It is to be hoped that awareness of the above research findings can inform the deep rooted culture of awarding grades and marks and, consequently, ‘teaching to the test’ to change by stressing that learning goals or orientation can improve performance of grades. As such, learning should not be sacrificed at the altar of superficial gains in the educational process.

Tradition based views of learning where didactic as opposed to dialectical, knowledge as fixed as opposed to transactional, student as a passive opposed to an active participant of his/her own learning and the means-end approach which is highly performance based may be combated by the learning possibilities which now exist ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered. This awareness among school administrators, teachers and students of possibilities of effective learning can address the following: students in our country could be made more ‘expert’ learners and their approach to knowledge made transactional through questioning and challenging it, while making a learning orientation useful in improving performances for grades and achievements.

All this would lead to creating a learning environment for the sake of learning where creativity and imagination could then flourish. Just to pick at the bottom of the ladder of knowledge is not enough. We need to go beyond the conception of learning as increasing one’s knowledge and then memorising to reproduce it. We, in Pakistan, might then achieve in learning goals and education what Confucius said “If you have two pence to spend, you should spend a penny on bread and a penny on a flower, the bread to make life possible, and the flower to make it worthwhile.”
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