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LEARNING TO LEARN  
IN HIGHER EDUCATION   

Aytac Gogus, Huriye Arikan 
Sabanci University, Center for Academic and Individual Development 
Sabancı Üniversitesi, CIAD, Orhanlı, Tuzla, Istanbul, 34956, Türkiye 

ABSTRACT 

Undergraduate students, have diverse entry qualifications, abilities and learning experiences. Researchers indicate 
students’ lack of ‘preparedness’ for learning in higher education and lack of understanding of what learning at university 
involves. It has been observed that students have incorrect learning habits and are prejudiced towards learning. 
Professors, in higher education, do not usually take students’ learning habits into consideration as a part of their 
vocations. Understanding students’ learning styles and, thus making an extra effort to design the courses may not be 
convenient especially for crowded classes. Therefore, developing tools that support students’ self-learning skills and 
facilitating learning outside the classrooms should be taken into account at universities. This article presents a student 
support program, Academic Support Program (ASP), that captures the basis for various ‘active learning’ methods. ASP 
designs and implements socially situated activities that are centralized and framed by ‘learning-to-learn’ principle. The 
peer study and discussion groups of ASP serve as best models for learning environments where permanent and 
meaningful learning take place. This paper focuses on the theoretical base, and both qualitative and quantitative 
evaluation of a series of peer group discussions that was held in the last two years, and articulates on the evaluation 
results regarding the impacts of the discussions on students’ achievements.  

KEYWORDS 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Countries invest in educational systems with the belief that education promotes development. Developing 
countries try to join the ranks of the developed by having a large pool of people who have higher education 
diplomas. The increased number of diplomas does not necessarily imply having qualified graduates to full fill 
the demand for educated manpower with in economic and social development. As a result universities are 
forced to be more concerned about their educational qualities and the accomplishments of their graduates, as 
well as their success in their careers. Therefore, attentions on quality assessments in higher education 
emphasize the evaluation of learning outcomes. What were the students learning habits prior to university 
education?  And how much were students learning habits improved during their university education? This 
expected improvement in the process of learning is a key factor for the quality of higher education. 

Several researchers have described students’ lack of effective learning habits for university education 
(Ozga & Sukhnandan, 1998; Haggis & Pouget, 2002). Students attend university courses with a lack of 
understanding in concerning what learning at the university level involves (Gamache, 2002). What is the 
learning process that students should be involved in order to be successful during and after university 
education? The learning process in university should allow students to adapt to the university environment 
easily, to determine their academic goals, and develop their academic and individual skills. During the 
learning process, most university students need learning support ‘for successful achievement and progression 
within the education system and beyond’ (Blythman & Orr, 2002, p. 46). Professional support with 
comprehensive strategies to enable all students to study successfully should be provided by universities 
(Thomas, 2002). 

Students acquire learning and study habits under the influence of personal and circumstantial factors 
(Wingate, 2007).  Socioeconomic conditioning plays a role in students’ success rates and their cognition 
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levels along with their beliefs prior to their enrollment in university. Particularly in Turkey, there is a yearly 
and nation wide examination which is compulsory for enrollment in a university. Students view this 
examination as the only ticket to punch on their way to their future careers. Students only study the subjects 
that are mainly covered by this national exam and learn special techniques for scoring high in multiply choice 
type tests. The fierce competition and the nature of the examination affect the educational system, and 
determine the basic level of knowledge, cognitive skills and learning habits of the students. As a result, 
students become fast test solvers and quick in picking up the right answer among the provided choices. 
However, difficulties arise when the student needs to reflect on the answers. Most students start their 
university lives with their minds conditioned to test solving and memorization as opposed to learning and 
without having effective learning skills. In addition to their general adaptation to university life, many 
Turkish students face a totally different edification in contrast to their previous school experiences (Arikan, 
1998). The observed effects of the exam are in four main streams: Shallow understanding or absence of basic 
mathematical or scientific concepts; lack of inquisitive or critical thinking; inadequacy in verbal and written 
expressions; adverse study skills and learning habits.  

By taking into consideration students’ acquired fallacies in their learning habits and their needs, a support 
program, Academic Support Program (ASP), was established in line with the main academic goals of 
university education. Academic Support Program began in the 2000-2001 Academic Fall Semester and was 
structured by the ‘learning-to-learn’ principle to ensure permanent and meaningful learning. ASP is distinct 
in its structure, operation, and goals from other support programs by its use of ‘leaning-to-learn’, ‘active 
learning’, ‘peer solidarity’ and ‘peer pressure’ methods to support the individual and academic development 
of students. The uniqueness of ASP primarily stems from its being administrated and operated via student 
participation. The program is integrated to a larger support system and primarily aims to facilitate the 
establishment of a learning environment. To reach its goal, the program offers extra-curricular activities in 
line with the university’s academic programs and is subject to systematic evaluation. (Arikan, 2007).  

University students are faced with an alien culture in higher education. As young adults, students tend to 
be self-directed, self-motivated to learn and have a life-, task-, or problem-centered orientation to learning as 
opposed to a content orientation. According to cognitive psychologists, the manifestation of adult learning 
refers to ‘learning how to learn’ (Merriam & Caffarella, 1998). While young adults adjust to university life, 
an understanding of the type of learning that supports their academic success is an important factor. By 
taking into account higher education’s expectations of students, Academic Support Program organizes Peer 
Study and Discussion Sessions in which students study through small group discussions under the facilitation 
of a peer moderator as a core activity of the program. Peer study or discussion sessions and focus on having 
the ‘learning to learn’ skills as a key aspect of students’ academic development in a higher education context.   

‘Learning to learn’ at university requires a fundamental change in students’ beliefs since they need to 
understand what their role as learners in higher education involves (Wingate, 2007).  They have to become 
independent learners, taking responsibility for their own learning. Independent learning requires university 
students to switch from their previous experience at secondary schools where learning is planned, closely 
monitored and evaluated for them by their teachers, to a university culture in which they have to plan, 
monitor and evaluate large portions of learning by themselves. Students should share the responsibilities of 
learning and contribute to the learning activities. In addition, they must learn to actively and critically engage 
with knowledge instead of passively receiving it. As a result, ‘learning to learn’ in university is a complex 
individual development process involving the change of perceptions, learning habits, and epistemological 
beliefs (Wingate, 2007). ASP provides personalized attention and helps students to develop an awareness of 
how they learn best and how to study effectively. ASP aims to enhance students’ meta-cognitive skills 
including reflection and a deep understanding of content. Therefore, the purpose of organizing group studies 
is to allow students to share their understanding about what ‘knowledge’ means in their discipline and what 
‘learning’ implies. The impact of ASP activities on students’ success is the key for program evaluation. This 
evaluation research study presents the Peer Study and Discussion Sessions program and discusses the impact 
of particular program on students’ achievement. 
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2. PEER STUDY AND DISCUSSION SESSIONS 

ASP is centralized around and framed by the principle of “learning to learn,” and this principle is applied 
while designing various socially situated activities. The core of the ASP activities is the Peer Study and 
Discussion Sessions. In the study and discussion sessions, students are involves in learning activities and 
become active participants in knowledge construction by working with ideas and content.  Students benefit 
from working together in a group with more or less experienced peers to accomplish learning tasks (Topping, 
1996).  Students have a chance to reflect on their understanding and get feedback from their peers and, thus, 
achieve a higher level and deeper understanding. Therefore, being involved in a peer study and discussion 
group provides an active, social and reflective learning process (Ernest, 1999; Gredler, 1997; Vygotsky, 
1978).    

ASP organizes peer study discussion sessions series for a particular first year introductory course (Social 
and Political Science - SPS 102) for all freshmen. The course content is mainly humanity and society that is 
devoted to the emergence, successive agendas, dynamism and tortuous byways of modernity in both its 
Western and non-Western forms and includes further examination of possible agendas for the 21st century 
resulting from the social and environmental impact of new technologies in the context of globalization. 

The course is carried out through lectures in large classes and supported with weekly discussion sessions 
within small groups. While the lectures are contextual in character, selected texts are taken up in discussion 
sessions. The discourse pretty much resembles direct instruction (Englemann, 1968). Lectures addressing 
students with different interests and having diverse educational backgrounds as a whole, makes teaching 
difficult, and most of the time learning does not take place immediately. Individual learning aptitudes and 
differences in learning paces of students, along with their acquired learning habits rooting from the existence 
of the university entrance exam, adds complexity to the task and makes the learning process, as well as 
teaching more challenging. Moreover, students are expected to reach an aptitude level in independent and 
critical thinking. The peer discussion sessions offered by ASP are solely designed to help student learning 
and to make the process more enjoyable.  

By focusing on learning as an end in itself during sessions, participants are supported in maintaining an 
effective, enjoyable discussion and they share the pleasure of learning. Moderators facilitate the discussions; 
they neither give key information from lessons, nor provide first hand knowledge. However, moderators are 
supposed to trigger curiosity and participants are strongly encouraged to ask questions and to learn by 
criticizing.  Students, who act as moderators, need to be well prepared in advance regarding the subject of 
discussion. Although, to participate the discussion sessions, students are obligated to attend classes and fulfill 
all course obligations, their conceptual level of understanding may not be sufficient for a healthy discussion. 
The discussions must be geared towards a full understanding of the subject and that calls for the moderator to 
be very competent. Before each peer discussion session, the moderator prepares a set of keywords to be 
covered and goes through subjects that could be used to begin discussions and trigger curiosity about the 
content.  

Analogy plays a significant role in creativity, explanation and communication. Students often use 
analogies to reflect on concepts by relating them to some other and, most of the time, to some enjoyable, 
contemporary and well known phenomena. To be more specific about the role of the moderator and manner 
of discussions we have included some samples: subjects that are discussed and the stimulators used for 
bubbling up the discussions as well as explaining the subject.  

Subject 1: Theory of the modern state 
Analogue 1.1: Lost, an American serial drama television series, (Lindelof, Abrams, & Lieber, 2004) 
The characters and the theme of the contemporary serial, popular among students are used to discuss and 
cite the ‘Leviathan ’ of Thomas Hobbes (Hobbes & Macpherson,1968). 
Analogue 1.2: The problem of sharing: one person hunts a rabbit and four hunt a deer, how should they 
share the prey among them?  The discussion is aimed at focusing on Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Social 
Contract, Or Principles of Political Right (Rousseau, 1762). 
Subject 2: Gender and Feminism 
Analogue 2.1: The existing identification cards of students that are pink and blue respectively for females 
and males. 
Subject 3: Orientalism 
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Analogue 3.1: 300, the 2007 film adaptation of the novel 300 by Frank Miller (Miller & Varley, 2000) 
and The 300 Spartans a 1962 film. The film is criticized and used to reflect on concepts like Eastern 
mysticism and irrationalism as opposed to the Western desire to be the cradle of democracy, freedom and 
rationalism. 
Having the discussion group play some popular games (taboo, scrabble etc.) and showing some film 

fragments are also among the tools that are used during the discussions. 
The moderator, who has equal standing with the group members in rank, class and/or age, has a great 

advantage in maintaining the discussion dynamic. This advantage may also back fire, however, since being 
among friends, comments and discussions can easily get out of hand. Thus, the moderator to control the 
environment and in order to bring discussions to a meaningful end towards the recognition of a key concept 
must have been very equipped. To this cause, ASP provides an in-service training program.   

3. ASSESMENT 

3.1 Participants and Research Questions 

For the purpose of this study, participants referred to are undergraduate university students, freshmen and 
attend ASP peer discussion sessions and are enrolled in the Social and Political Science (SPS 102) course 
during the 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 spring semesters. Freshmen in the SPS 102 course who do not attend 
the ASP sessions are called non-participants. Even though there are students who design and moderate 
discussion groups for their peers, who are simultaneously enrolled in the course, they are left out of scope of 
this study.   

Participants under consideration are analyzed in two main groups. The first group of participants is 70 
undergraduates who have attended SPS 102 during the 2005-2006 spring semester and the second group 
consists of 65 undergraduates who have attended SPS 102 during the 2006-2007 semester.  

Research questions are: 
1. What is the success rate of the participants of ASP who benefit from study and discussion sessions for 

the SPS 102 course during the 2005-2006 spring semester?  
2. What is the success rate of non-participants of ASP attending the SPS 102 course in the 2005-2006 

spring semester? 
3. What is the success rate of the participants of ASP who benefit from study and discussion sessions for 

the SPS 102 course during the 2006-2007 spring semester?  
4. What is the success rate of non-participants of ASP attending the SPS 102 course in the 2006-2007 

spring semester? 
The success rates refer to the passing rates of the SPS 102 course according to the course grades.  

3.2 Data Collection Instruments and Analysis 

Data collection instruments include attendance and follow-up forms completed by moderators for each 
discussion session, as well as course grades and Cumulative Grade Point Averages (CGPA) for each student. 
The course grades for SPS 102 course are used to determine the passing rates. Individual interviews with 
students are used for qualitative analysis.  

Data collection and analysis run through a database which includes a list of all students who attend to the 
course, all students grades from the course and Cumulative Grade Point Average of each student and 
information belonging to students who participate in ASP study sessions with the all details such as how 
many hours the student attended to the session and which types of programs students are registered in, i.e 
Engineering And Natural Sciences (ENS) or Management, Arts And Social Sciences (MASS). 
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3.3 Results 

Table 1 shows success rates for the SPS 102 the course in 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 academic semesters. 
The results for each group of students registered in the Engineering and Natural Sciences (ENS) programs 
and Management and Arts and Social Sciences (MASS) programs.  

Table 1. Success rates for the SPS 102 course in the 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 academic semesters 

Participants Non-Participants All students         
in the course 

Semester 
 
 

Programs 

Success 
rate 

 Number of 
Participants 

Participation 
rate 

Success 
rate 

Number of 
non-

participants 

Success 
rate 

Number 
of 

students 
ENS 97.62% 

 
42 11.97% 92.88% 309 93.45% 351 

MASS 89.29% 28 
 

8.92% 86.01% 286 86.31% 314 

 
2005-
2006 
Spring 
Semester TOTAL 94.29% 

 
70 10.53% 89.58% 595 90.08% 665 

ENS 97.14% 
 

35 9.36% 92.92% 339 93.32% 374 

MASS 100% 30 9.43% 84.03% 288 
 

85.53% 318 

 
2006-
2007 
Spring 
Semester TOTAL 98.46% 

 
65 9.39% 88.84% 627 89.29% 692 

Answers to the research questions are: 
1. The success rate of the participants of ASP who benefit from study and discussion sessions for the 

SPS 102 course during the 2005-2006 spring semester is 94.29%. 
2. The success rate of non-participants of ASP attending the SPS 102 course in the 2005-2006 spring 

semester is 89.58%. 
3. The success rate of the participants of ASP who benefit from study and discussion sessions for the 

SPS 102 course during the 2006-2007 spring semester is 98.46%.  
4. The success rate of non-participants of ASP attending the SPS 102 course in the 2006-2007 spring 

semester is 88.84%.      
Table 1 shows that the success rates of  the participants are higher than those of non-participants among 

both groups, MASS and ENS.  
For 2005-2006 spring semester, the proportion for the success rate of the participants is 0.9429 and the 

proportion for the success rate of non-participants is 0.8958. The standard error of the difference between two 
rates is 0.0398. The difference between the proportions is 0.0471 exceeding 0.0398 that is the standard error 
of the difference. The difference between the success rates is statistically significant at the 80% confidence 
level. The success rate of the participants is higher than those of non-participants.  

For 2006-2007 spring semester, the proportion for the success rate of the participants is 0.9846 and the 
proportion for the success rate of non-participants is 0.8884. The standard error of the difference between two 
rates is 0.0509. The difference between the proportions is 0.0962 exceeds 0.0509 that is standard error of the 
difference. The difference between the success rates is statistically significant at the 98% confidence level. 
The success rate of the participants is higher than those of non-participants. 

The passing rate in SPS 102 is quite high however this did not prevent students from participating SPS 
102 discussion groups. Since participating ASP activities is voluntary, this can be taken as a sign of attraction 
to the discussions, students have attended the activities not because they are afraid of failing the course but 
they wanted to play a part in the process. The participation rate would have been higher than realized if ASP 
had not imposed certain rules such as fulfilling class obligations of attending lectures, reading the assigned 
course material and doing homework prior to attending the sessions. Attending discussions on regular basis 
has a significant affect on success rates. Participants who attended ASP and failed the course are the ones 
who had attended the group discussions for less than 2 hours. The duration of each discussion session is 2 
hours and during a semester an average of 15 discussion sessions are held. Average frequency of attendance 
is 4 discussions per student. 
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Since the number of participants is small enough for individual interviewing, there was the chance of 
talking with them, about their grade expectancies for SPS 102. Participants who had attended 4 or more of 
the discussions received higher grades than they had expected. Participants believed that they have become 
more competent and improved their study skills. Students in general have enjoyed to learn together with their 
peers and to take part in cooperative learning experience. Furthermore participants have also stated that there 
has been a remarkable change in their perspective and expectancies from higher education.  

Observations reveal students who have attended discussion groups on regular basis have benefited more 
from group discussions, improved their learning habits, acquired new study skills and achieve higher 
competency levels. The acquired tendency towards memorization is changed to leave a room for 
internalization of the knowledge and critical thinking. The participants have enjoyed learning, they have 
become active learners, and their perceptions have changed to a better understanding of their roles as 
learners. Their communication skills have improved, self esteems are boosted and realizing their potentials 
they become ready to take responsibility over their academic success. In this respect the program meets its 
main goal of supporting students in their adaptation period to university education. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Peer discussion sessions of ASP provide settings which encourage students to utilize their individual talents 
in conjunction with their newly acquired skills. Within the sessions, an atmosphere which seeks to develop 
crucial student-related and individual learning skills is created. Student ability to study efficiently is 
increased and students get assistance in discovering and realizing their potentials. Learning in a peer 
discussion group is an experiential and enjoyable learning activity which helps the development of cognitive 
and behavioral skills. 

There are pedagogical and motivational advantages of studying with peer groups as summarized below: 
 Pedagogical Advantages:  

• Active and participative learning experience 
• Immediate feedback 
• Ownership of learning process 
Motivational Advantages: 
• Self-regulation of learning 
• Self efficacy  
• Motivated learning with commitment, self-esteem, self-confidence, empathy with others. 
Peer study and discussion sessions support students’ self-learning skills by facilitating learning outside 

the classrooms and at the same time provide immediate feed back to the instructor. The sessions, support the 
process of teaching by providing feedback about the students’ learning styles and paces, their background 
knowledge and comprehension levels, and address the reasons for poor performance. However, using peer 
discussion sessions as platforms for introducing first hand knowledge should be avoided, they can be used to 
create context for the subsequent introduction of material (Bonwell & Eison, 1991).  

University is an institution striving active engagement in knowledge and the students are not there just to 
acquire disciplinary and vocational excellence, they should be equipped with scientific curiosity and 
contribute to the society, arts and sciences and the formation of genuine knowledge. In this respect, they 
should be supported for their quick adaptation to university environment and to make the best out of it, in 
order to become productive learners to meet the demands of our age. 
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