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t the beginning of 2006, the Spanish Ministry of Education
published a new Education Act (Ley Orgánica de Education,
LOE), whose provisions will be implemented over the coming
years, and whose basic aim is to offer an education capable
of responding to the changing needs and new demands of
our society. This aspiration to achieve an education system
that serves to improve society and the lives of individuals is
not in itself a novel one; rather, it has been present through-

out the many phases in the evolution of the education system, each of which
has sought to respond to the priorities and challenges of the particular histori-
cal moment. This evolution, which has proceeded through the passing of suc-
cessive education acts, has brought with it crucial advances for the whole of
society.

For example, the concept of learning was the object of significant changes
over the course of the twentieth century, as testified by the enormous quantity
of educational research and the underlying practical work. From an initial
“mechanistic” conception, associated with behaviourist interpretations and
confining learning to a process of the acquisition of responses, there progres-
sively emerged more dynamic conceptions of the act of learning (Mayer,
2004).

The student, conceived in the first half of the 20th century as a mere ma-
chine for acquiring facts for regurgitation, gradually comes to be considered
as a data processor who receives, transforms, utilizes and recovers informa-
tion. Later, and especially in the 1990s, students begin to assume a central
role in the teaching-learning process. They are the artisans, the authentic ac-
tors in the process, becoming understood as active constructors of knowledge.

Following this logic, the process of the construction of meaning emerges as
the central element in the teaching-learning process. The learning of content
and concepts and the understanding of physical and social phenomena, norms
and values occurs when, and only when, the student is capable of attributing a
personal meaning to them. Under this assumption, the focal point of learning,
which was previously the teacher and his or her instructional methodology,
now becomes the knowledge built up by the student, and moves towards the
cognitive, motivational and behavioural dimensions s/he activates during the
learning process (Rosário & Almeida, 2005).

Considering students as carrying the main burden of responsibility for
learning does not mean that “they must be given everything on a plate”;
rather, it means that “everything has to be done by them (and with them)”.
Thus, in order to make progress in the school context, as in any other area of
life, it necessary to act, to question, to understand and to transform – in short:
to work!

Students must make the first step so that studying and learning become sub-
stantive and transformational activities for them, insofar as they change their
understanding of reality. School must fulfil the decisive role of “creating the
conditions for the student to be able to construct meanings”, not only to ac-
quire content, and of promoting the development of the competencies neces-
sary for achieving meaningful learning (acting, understanding, questioning,
transforming, self-regulating, etc.). Parents are expected, at least, to impress
upon their children the importance of studying, providing them with the physi-
cal and psychological conditions for study, and accompanying them both as
they make progress and when they encounter difficulties. The teacher, the fam-
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ily and the rest of those involved in education are thus re-
quired to play a mediating role between the child and
education.

However, the facts contradict all of this theory. Stu-
dents who succeed in entering university present, in gen-
eral, a series of characteristics that fall well short of the
pretensions of educational approaches and theories and
the systems established by legislation.

First of all, the shortcomings with which many stu-
dents enter, and even leave university are striking (Ar-
mengol & Castro, 2003-2004). And the deficiencies in
question concern not only the level of knowledge, but al-
so, and above all, its quality. Thus, there are consider-
able shortcomings in relation to matters as basic as
understanding texts in a critical manner, arguing a case
or view, or taking notes. Indeed, research has reported
findings as alarming as the following: (1) 70% of stu-
dents take notes in a purely mechanical, reproductive
way, and have no strategies for doing otherwise (Bar-
berá, Castelló & Monereo, 2003); (2) a lack of predispo-
sition and ability for comprehensive understanding of
scientific texts (Mateos & Peñalba, 2003); (3) mediocre
results in skills related to critical thinking and argumenta-
tion (Correa, Ceballo & Rodrigo, 2003), (4) teachers’
concern with students’ incapacity to apply or utilize their
knowledge in other contexts (Pérez & Carretero, 2003).

Secondly, the majority of students arrive at university
without the necessary ability to learn independently, with
serious shortcomings in the way they learn and in rela-
tion to control of the variables that influence their learn-
ing. Thus, the learning approach of many university
students is characterized by a low level of strategy, re-
flecting a failure to develop the specific aptitudes neces-
sary for profound and comprehensive learning.

Thirdly, university students present frankly unsophisti-
cated notions of learning, which in the majority of cases
takes place at only the most superficial of levels (Monereo
& Pozo, 2003; Martí, 2003). The epistemological concep-
tions of most students are confined to the consideration of
knowledge as reproduction. This shallow conception of
learning affects all the dimensions of their academic life.

Thus, there is clearly a failure of successive education
acts, or of the way in which their stipulations are carried
out, to achieve the intended educational results. It is be-
yond doubt that the efforts to improve the education and
training of our young people have failed to bear the de-
sired fruit. The data from PISA (Programme for Interna-
tional Student Assessment) reports have repeatedly borne
witness to this fact. So, exactly what is happening?

In this special issue we present a series of studies car-

ried out by teachers and researchers at our universities
whose ultimate aim is to promote discussion about what
can be done to improve students’ learning in our schools
and in higher education, and about how to enhance the
personal and contextual conditions that will increase
competencies for future independent learning.
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