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Introd uction
This research project involved a study
of the experiences of learning of a
group of undergraduates specializing
in psychology at the University of
Peradeniya in Sri Lanka over a 3-4
year period, The purpose of this
research was an in-depth study of the
phenomenon of student learning from
the perspective of the students to
uncover the complexities involved in
it. To achieve this purpose two
objectives have been set. The first was
to understand how the students view
the purposes. contents. processes and
outcomes of their learning in the
undergraduate course and two. is to
identify the dilemmas or contradictions
faced by the students.

J\1et hodo1o~)'

The study employed a longitudinal
qualitative des ign and a maximum
variation sample (Merriam. 1998). To
access the diverse views of
participants. 15 students representing
different categories were identified
within a total population of 28
students. The data were co llected
through interviews with students and
lecturers. along with classroom
obse rvations, students' reflective
comments and documents. The
emergent design of the research and
the analysis of data were informed by a
theoretical framework drawn from
Engestrom' s version of Cultural
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Historical Activity Theory (CIIAT)
Engestrom, 1987). Accordingly the
undergraduate course was
conceptualized as an activity system,
In analyzing the data. the researchers
employed a holistic interpretation of
what was happening in the selected
context. The concepts of contradictions
and expansive learning (Engestrm,
1987. 200 1) in CHAT were used to
analyse the tensions or the d ilemmas
faced by the students and the outcomes
of learning.

Resu lts and Discuss ion
Students' understanding of the
purposes, contents. processes and
outcomes of the undergraduate course
seems to evolve through a gradual
process. Students enter university with
a vague notion of the purpose of
undergraduate education. However.
during the course. their understanding
of the purpose of undergraduate
education seems to change. Teaching.
curriculum and assessment processes
and community relationships mediate
this process. Students' understanding
of the purpose of undergraduate
education also seems to depend 0 11

how reflective they were on their
course experiences.
Students initially seem to have faced
difficult ies in understanding and
adapting to the teaching. learning and
assessment processes at the university
and they gradually seemed to have
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adapted to the s ituat ion as reponed in
pre vio us stud ies don e in other
cou ntries (Becker er al, 1968; Ma vo r.
200 I) and used the e ffordances
(G reeno, I( 98) in the con te xt to
achieve their o wn goa ls. The students
seem to have gradually found the ir
own answers to the quest ion s of why
do they learn? How do they learn?
What do they learn? Wha t do they
need 10 achieve at the end of the
co urse. Therefore . students' Icam iug in
the undergraduate cou rse docs seem to
be a 'journey throu gh an unknow n
te rrito ry' .

Students also seem to face
cont radictory de mands o r dile mmas
d ue to the con flict ing va lues.
expectati on s and cultura l trad it ions
he ld by them. their lecturers and the
institutional pract ices. These dilem mas
scern 10 arise mainly between their
purp ose (ohj ect) and loots (teaching.
assessment and curriculum ) of the
activity sys tem in the con texts of
classrooms where tra nsmission
( Brophy. 2002) and teacher centered
app roaches to teaching are used . In the
cla ssroom contexts where soc ia l
constructivis t and student cente red
approaches to teaching arc used.
di lemmas arise ma inly between
assessment and o ther ele me nts of the
acti vit), system, Howeve r. according 10

the students' accounts of their
ex periences, the use of a variety of
assessment pract ices. teach ing
method s and lea rning tasks that make
the students to inte rac t with different
peop le and contexts in and outside
univer sity see med to he lp a major ity of
students to see the o bject of the
ac tivity system more elaborate ly and to
learn expansi ve ly.
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Conclusions
Student learning in this particular
undergraduate course seems to be a
complex process whic h is mediated by
socio-cultura l and histor ica l factors as
well as ind ivid ual factors. Ind iv idua l
stud ents seem to respond to the
contradictory demands ill the contex t
in the ir own unique ways. Thus we
have a very complex picture of student
experiences of unde rgraduate
educ ation, which demands careful
con side ration withi n individual
contexts. The findi ngs of this study
support the argu me nt that po lic ies and
strat egies of leaching and learnin g
should be ana lysed best at the
d isc iplinary/departmen ta l level ,
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