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Chapter 1

General Introduction

1.1 Introduction

In higher vocational education self-directed and competency-based learning are central
starting points for the design of learning environments (Bos, 1998; Schlusmans 8z
Slotman, 1997). Nowadays, independent, life-long learning and personal development
are important themes in our knowledge-oriented society. Basic knowledge and skills,
flexibility, learning ability and specific competencies are requirements for students,
who enter the employment market (Mulders, 1997). Social-communicative
competencies have proven to be very important for job hunting and fulfilling a
profession successfully.

In the Netherlands, employment in the Health Care has increased (Den Boer 8i
Harms, 1999). Especially for employees in health care professions, social
communicative competencies play a central role. As a consequence, the development
and acquisition of social-communicative competence deserve attention (Smit 8c Van
der Molen, 1996), especially in professional contexts of learning in which
communication is central, for example, Teacher Training Colleges, Colleges of
Management and Health Care and Nursing. In a society that requires strategic, life-
long learning, institutes for higher education have to reconsider their curricula
(Vermetten, 1999). In social work education social-communicative competencies play
a central role throughout the entire curriculum. One of the most important goals of
social work education is to educate social-communicatively competent social workers,
who can work with clients in a professional way and who can maintain and further
develop their social-communicative competencies to optimally fulfil their professions.
Another aim of higher education is to make learners more self-reliant (Sadler-Smith 8z
Riding, 1999). This aim fits the constructivistic view on learning, which emphasizes
knowledge building and competence development as a personal responsibility of the

learner.
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1.2 Aim of the dissertation

The aim of this dissertation is to make a scientific contribution to the issue of
development of professional social-communicative competencies. This was done by
developing knowledge about factors, which play a role in the acquisition and
development of social-communicative competencies for social work students.
Specifically, aspects of students' individual learning theories, students' personality
traits, views students have on learning opportunities in formal and informal situations
and multimedia assessment of social-communicative competencies were investigated.
This was done in an institute of higher vocational education that wanted to gain insight
into the role these variables play in order to be able to optimally guide the students in
the acquisition of social-communicative competencies.
In communicative situations two or more persons interact, using their personal
behaviour repertoire to express themselves (O'Hair, Friedrich, Wiemann, 8z Wiemann,
1995). Personal characteristics and personal ideas on communication and learning play
a role in how students think they should develop their social-communicative
competencies. We assume it is students' personality characteristics that influence the
way they communicate with others, especially when they have not received any form
of communicative training. The studies in this dissertation focus on student
characteristics, students' views and beliefs, relevant for the acquisition of social-
communicative competencies. We choose to focus on students' views, because these
views gain importance in educational paradigms in which self-regulated learning and
self-responsible learning are the central starting points for curricula redesign. When
students are required to become flexible, independent learners who determine their
own development, it is becoming increasingly relevant for higher education to gain
insight into students' views and beliefs on learning. These insights in students'
personal views and beliefs can be used in different ways. First, higher education can
use these insights to tune their curricula to students' characteristics. Second, when
higher education gains adequate insight into students' views, this can be used to
stimulate their way of thinking into the direction of views of future professionals.
Third, insight into students' views and beliefs can also reveal insight into possible
misconceptions students hold on specific areas. Social work education could start
working on these misconceptions, which can possibly prevent student drop out.
Misconceptions with regard to learning are interesting, as well as misconceptions
regarding the future profession of social work students. If students do not have an
adequate view on what their future profession can be (a realistic job preview; Landy,
1989), they might focus on a limited set of conceptions and behaviours and they might
be disappointed when they start their traineeships. To prevent this, insight into
students' views can help social work education to help students adapt and expand their
views. More specifically, the purposes of the studies presented in this dissertation were
to gain insight into:
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. the development of social-communicative competence of social work students;

. the development of students' individual learning theories regarding social-
communicative competence;

. the role of personality in the development of social-communicative competence;

. factors in formal and informal (learning) situations, which influence the
development of social-communicative competence, according to students;

. methods for valid and reliable (multimedia) assessment of social-communicative
competence.

These purposes are explicated in five separate chapters, each containing an empirical
study. First, in this introductory part the perspective from which the five studies were
designed is described. Next, the basic concepts for the studies are explained and
defined. An overview of the main questions and empirical studies is presented at the
end of this introduction.

1.3 Theoretical perspective

The studies were conceptualised and performed from a constructivistic perspective on
learning. This perspective was considered valuable and was adapted by the Institute of
Social Work Education as well. In this institute it was used as a startingpoint for
curriculum redesign. Constructivists consider learning as an active and constructive
process in which learners connect new information to prior knowledge and impose
meaning on experiences (Byrnes, 1996). Learners actively construct knowledge and
organise learning by elaborating and restructuring idiosyncratic meaning structures.
Both previously acquired knowledge stnactures, personal conceptions and beliefs on
knowledge and learning, play an important part in the way students approach learning
(e.g., Pintrich, Marx, 8i Boyle, 1993). From a constructivistic perspective on learning
it is essential to pay attention to views and ideas students have on learning. Moreover,
it is relevant to take into account in what way students learn and process information.
Students, who themselves view learning from a constructivistic perspective, are more
actively involved in the instructional process and regulate their learning more actively.
The studies described in this dissertation are about acquiring, developing and assessing
social-communicative competencies.

The majority of research on student learning conceptions has focused on

general beliefs (Marton, Dall' Alba, 8c Beaty, 1993; Marton 8z S~ljd, 1976; Vermetten,

Lodewijks, 8z Vermunt, 1999; Vermunt, 1996), assuming that learning conceptions
operate in the same way across different domains (Wolters 8z Pintrich, 1998). Learning

conceptions may, however, vary as a function of contextual differences (Prosser,
Walker, 8c Millar, 1996; Stodolsky, Salk, 8i Glaessner, 1991). Not much empirical
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research has examined the role of domain-specific learning conceptions. All studies in
this dissertation were performed from a domain-related instead of general perspective.

In two ways this domain-specific approach to student learning differs from the
majority of studies on, for example, learning strategies. First, all studies (and
questionnaires used in these studies) described in this dissertation are embedded in the
context of an educational programme for professional social-communicative
competencies. Second, most other studies are about academic, or, for example,
knowledge oriented, ways of learning. The studies in this dissertation, in the field of
communication, take a professionally oriented competence perspective rather than an
academically oriented knowledge perspective. It is supposed that the studies in this
dissertation are relevant for all domains in which communication plays a major role,
for example, in Teacher Training Colleges, Colleges ofManagement and Health Care
and Nursing.

1.4 Basic theoretical concepts

Next, the concepts, which are central in this dissertation, are explained. We start with
the concepts of (1) communication, (2) competence, and (3) social-communicative
competence. Then we deal with students' personality characteristics, students' self-
perceived social-communicative competence, learning conceptions regarding the
domain of communication, and students' instnactional preferences regarding the
acquisition of social-communicative competence. The last part of this section is
devoted to students' views on instructive factors in their environment (formal and
informal).

1.4.1 Communicatinn

The lnstitute of Social Work Education, that was involved in our research project,
wished to improve their curriculum, with a highly regarded input of students' views.
The core competence of social workers is social-communicative competence.
Therefore, the focus ofthe studies should be on students' views regarding the
acquisition and development of social-communicative competence. However, this
interest in the domain of cormnunication is not exclusive for the field of social work.
As from the eighties the interest in communication has increased within Europe (Smit,
1995). This was stimulated by research from three different perspectives (Holsbrink-
Engels, ]998):
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1. a developmental perspective, focusing on the development of communicative
behaviour in individuals; ~

2. a remedial perspective, concerning individuals who fail to develop adequate social-
communicative competencies;

3. a specialised perspective, referring to social-communicative competencies in
professional encounters and contexts.

Within professional contexts, interpersonal communication can be distinguished from
intergroup communication (Holsbrink-Engels, 1998). Interpersonal communication

refers to interaction between two people, whereas intergroup communication

comprises a greater number of people interacting. In this dissertation the
developmental and the specialised perspective have been combined. The focus of the
research was on the development of professional social-communicative competencies

in interpersonal communication in the field of social work, because this is narrowly

related to the social work curriculum.

1.4.2 The concept competence

The concept of `competence' is increasingly used in various scientific disciplines and

is defined in different ways (Onstenk, 1997). In this respect some researchers mention
a`definition problem' (Allen, 1992; Canale óc Swain, 1980; Eraut, 1997; Mulder,
1999; Van der Sanden, 1998). Definitions of competence vary from narrow definitions

as `specific ability' (Hollaar-Duut, 1995), to broad definitions like "a competency is an
underlying characteristic of an individual that is causally related to criterion-referenced
effective andlor superior performance in a job or situation" (Spencer óc Spencer, 1993,

p. 9). The concept of competence probably has many different definitions because it is
(re)defined depending on the context of use and the perspective ofthe author (Bos,

1998). Research on competence has been initiated from two main perspectives: the

business perspective and the edueational perspective. Within these two perspectives,
three approaches of competence can be distinguished: an organisational approach, a

functional approach and a person-related approach (Velenturf 8t Lap, 1998). From a

business perspective the organisational and functional approach are popular, whereas
the educational perspective is more focused on a person-related approach for
determining competencies relevant to the students' future professions (see Figure 1).

[n business environments competence is used as the ability to gain specific goals
whereas competence from an educational perspective is defined as the process of

internal organisation of available knowledge and ability.
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Business perspective

` l

Organisational
approach

Functional
approach

Person-related
approach

Figure 1: Perspectives for studying the concept of competence

In this dissertation the person-related approach of competence was used. This
approach focuses on behaviour that predicts the success of fulfilling a certain task.
Next to successful behaviour, the individual's intentions and motives are seen as
important elements for `true competence' (Velenturf 8c Lap, 1998). The person-related
competence approach emphasizes individual characteristics, which are important for
success in a certain situation. Bos (1998) studied the concept of competence and found
six generic components, which can be distinguished in most definitions of
competence:

skills
knowledge
criteria
context ~

content classification
personal characteristics (personality traits, motives)

Sktlls and knowledge were mentioned in most definitions we came about, whereas
personal characteristics were mentioned less. We also researched the literature on
specific definitions ofcommunicative competence (Brooks, 1992; Canale 8z Swain,
1980; Fox, 1993; Haas 8z Arnold, 1995; Hymes, 1972; Papousek, 1993; Poecke, 1994;
Shaw, 1992; Swain, 1985). However, these definitions and the theories they are
embedded in, emphasize language acquisition and the use of language. Within this
dissertation the focus is not explicitly on language, but on interpersonal
communication between social workers and, for example, clients or colleagues within
a professional context.

In this dissertation social-commi~rnicative competence is defined as an
integrated svstem of knotiti~ledge, skzlls and a professional attiticde regarding
interpersonal canmicnicution. It is supposed that a social-communicatively competent
social worker has access to, and gives evidence of, this system of knowledge, skills
and professional attitude regarding communication with, for example, clients. Based

F.ducational perspective
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on this frame of reference, a social worker is supposed to be capable to choose the

right behaviour and words in all kinds of professional contexts. A competent social
worker learns from the dialogues he is involved in, and from observing others, and he

is able to transfer the knowledge gained to new situations. In this way a social worker

continuously elaborates his personal learning and action theory (Van der Sanden,
1997).

1.5 Student characteristics

Next to knowledge and skills, students' characteristics and motives are important

aspects of the concept of competence and particularly of social-communicative

competence. An individual's traits and motives can also be reflected in a personal

attitude towards communication. As mentioned before, this dissertation is about

personal views on aspects regarding communication and learning. This fits the
definition of competence chosen, in which personal characteristics and motives are

also emphasized as important aspects. Our basic interest in student's views is derived

from the assumption that behaviour is directly influenced by personal views. For

example, views students have on their own (in)capabilities influence the activities

students deploy or avoid, goals students set for themselves, and choices they make

(Bandura, 1989; Johnson, 1998; Kunnen, 1993; Rossum 8r. Vermeer, 1994);

(Boekaerts 8c Seegers, 1994; Weinstein 8z Mayer, 1986; Dweck 8r. Leggett, 1988).

Students' views on learning play an important role in learning behaviour (including

regulating activities) and, finally, in learning results (Prosser, Trigwell, 8L Taylor,
1994; Prosser et al., 1996; Stodolsky et al., 1991; Vermunt, 1998). Figure 2 presents

this line of thought (Vermunt, 1992).

Learning conceptions

Regulation activities

Learning motivation

~~ Learning activities

Figure 2: The relation between personal views, regulation activities and learning

activities (Vermunt, 1992)
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Boekaerts and Simons (1993) and Van der Sanden (1997) have suggested that learning
conceptions are part of students' personal learning theories. According to Van der
Sanden and Teurlings (in press), these individual learning theories serve as personal
frameworks for learning and instruction with regard to a particular domain. Individual
learning theories are a student's frame of reference, from which he considers learning
and which influences his learning behaviour. Consequently, a student's individual
learning theory on communication influences the learning activities he deploys to
become social-communicatively competent. These learning activities will eventually
result in a certain competence level. Because social-communicative competence is
closely connected to the learner as a person, we assumed that personality
characteristics (as included in some definitions of competence) might play a role in the
development of social-communicative competence. As a consequence, we were
interested in the role individual differences played with regard to learning activities in
the field of communication. Following Vermunt's (1992) line of thought we assumed
that a student's personality characteristics and individual learning theory might
influence learning activities, which in turn result in a certain level ofcompetence. (In
chapter 4 we describe what is meant by `level of competence' and in what way this
was measured.) Figure 3 reflects this idea.

Pcrsonaliri~
characteristics

Individual leaming
theory

Learning activities
Learning results:

level of competence

Figure 3: The relation between personality characteristics, individual learning
theories, learning activities and learning results

So, in the studies described in this dissertation, students' individual learning theories
and students' personalities were seen as the two important factors influencing learning.
First, the concept of individual learning theory is described, followed by a discussion
on personality in relation to learning.

1.5.1 lndividual learning theories

The combination of personal views regarding a specific domain and learning
conceptions can be referred to as `an individual learning theory' (ILT). ILT's are
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composed of conceptual and procedural elements and consist ofan integrated set of
variables (Van der Sanden et aL, 2000):

1. Epistemological and ontological beliefs about the subjects that are dealt with in a
certain domain (see also Vosniadou, 1991; Vosniadou, 1994; Vosniadou 8r. Brewer,
1994);

2. Domain-specific learning conceptions and views on learning in general (e.g.,
Prosser et al., 1996; Stodolsky et al., 1991; Vanderstoep, Pintrich, 8r. Fagerlin,

1996);
3. Views on effective strategies in the domain and one's self-perceived competencies

with regard to the content domain (.Iohnson, 1998; Rossum 8c Vermeer, 1994;
Weinstein 8z Mayer, 1986);

4. Personal goals and goal-orientations (Bandura, 1989; Dweck 8c Leggett, 1988;

Graham, Argyle, 8z Furnham, 1980);
5. Preferred learning situations, learning-activities, instructional strategies and views

on the role of others, for example, teachers and fellow students in the acquisition of

competence (Hamman, Berthelot, Saia 8c Crowley, 2000; Ting, 2000).

In the studies described in this dissertation, all ILT variables were investigated, except

for personal goals and goal-orientations. Since no research instruments on ILT
regarding the domain of communication were available, it was necessary to develop
these instruments ourselves. For practical reasons we decided not to measure personal

goals and goal orientations in the present research project but to investigate the role of

these instructional variables in another research project.

1.5.2 Personality traits

Like ILT variables, personality traits also play an important role in learning (Busato,

Prins, Elshout, 8r. Hamaker, 1999). Personality traits possibly play an even more
important role in acquiring social-communicative competencies than in acquiring, for

example, technical skills, as in the latter the involvement of the subject as a person is

less obvious. Communication always takes place in an interactive context, in which

individuals with personal characteristics interact ( O'Hair et al., 1995). It is likely that

personality traits influence students' views on acquiring social-communicative

competence. Furnham en Gunter (1983) stated that personality and cognitive styles are

related and that educational institutes and curriculum developers should consider these

individual differences when designing learning environments. Nowadays, vocational

education is becoming increasingly competence- and practice-oriented and offers

plenty of opportunities to students with different characteristics to practice all kinds of

skills in real or simulated professional contexts.
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In literature on personality it is assumed that personality consists of five
superordinate factors, referred to as the `Big Five' (Carver 8t Scheier, 1992;
Mervielde, 1992), although a more refined structure of personality characteristics
could be useful in particular situations (De Raad, Hendriks, ót Hofstee, 1992). The Big
Five personality traits are extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional
stability and autonomy. Agreeableness refers to being friendly, flexible and co-
operative. Conscientiousness is about being thorough, task-orientated, systematic and
careful. Extraversion is about being cheerful, active, energetic and vigorous.
Emotional stability refers to being calm and relaxed, having emotional controL The
interpretation ofthe fifth factor has led to intensive discussions among researchers (De
Raad 8c Van Heck, 1994). Autonomy, as we call the fifth factor, is about being
creative, intelligent, imaginative, autonomous, and as a consequence, being open-
minded (see e.g., Hendriks (1997) for more details). These characteristics form a
meaningful classification scheme, which can be used to classify individual differences.

1.6 Students' views on factors in the environment: formal and informal
Iearning

Next to ILT variables and personality, other factors play a role in the development of
competencies. Learners can experience certain situations or events, which influence
the development of social-communicative competencies. Various kinds of contexts can
offer learning opportunities to acquire (professional) social-communicative
competencies. Learning often takes place in situations which are not explicitly
designed to acquire certain competencies (Lave 8c Wenger, 1991). These informal
learning processes are important and lead to insights and conceptions that students
automatically take with them into the classroom situation. Lave and Wenger (1991)
have stated: "what goes on in informal situations is not neutral towards, separable from
or ancillary to learning processes as designed in formal learning situations, but instead
form an integral part of what is learned". Therefore, formal and informal (learning)
situations should be seen as complementary learning environments. Not much is
known yet about informal learning and researchers have only become recently
interested in this concept (Boekaerts, 1999).

Eraut, Alderton, Cole, and Senker (1998) concluded that formal education and
training only marginally account for what is learned; the greater part is learned
informally. Informal learning should be considered a natural form of learning, in
which students acquire knowledge and skills in a rather spontaneous way, without
much conscious effort (Boekaerts óz, Minnaert, 1999). Formal learning activities are
generally codified and are supposed to fit the educational format, whereas informal
learning activities are generally of a more concrete nature, and situated in authentic
contexts (Brown et al., 1989; Onstenk, 1997; Reigeluth 8z Schwartz, 1989). Another
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difference relates to the role and involvement of the learner in the learning process.
Informal learning situations emphasize autonomous, independent or self-directed
learning, whereas formal learning activities are more intentionally organised and
controlled externally. Informal learning is often seen as learning through experiences
(Marsick, 1987). Experiences can lead to true learning if they are reflected upon,
processed, and recontextualised in such a way that they can be applied to other similar
situations (Engestrom, I 991). Boekaerts (1999) distinguished several aspects of
informal learning: learners use a number of self-regulatory processes spontaneously
and are intrinsically motivated; informal learning experiences are more qualitative than
quantitative; time allocation in infornial episodes is self-paced and open-ended; if
there is a curriculum it is non-linear; there is no (summative) assessment involved and
if goals are set, they tend to be broader than those in formal learning situations.

Furthermore, Boekaerts distinguished different sources for informal learning (1)
family members, peers or other significant others; (2) environments, which are
particularly conducive to learning such as museums, galleries, and science centres, and
(3) mass media, such as television, video, computers, and the Internet (Erwin 8z
Rieppe, 1999). For the acquisition of social-communicative competencies, (volunteer)
jobs, and hobbies can also offer rich contexts for informal learning.

1.7 About the participants

The students participating in the studies are all full-time social work students, enrolled
in a four-year higher vocational educational programme. Almost all social work
graduates start their careers in the field of social work. A social worker can be
employed as an activity coach, a mentor, a youth coach, a counsellor, a pedagogic
employee, a sociotherapist, and so on (Vaalburg, Neijmeijer, 8c Hutschemaekers,
1997, p.1). Social workers work with people, suffering from social problems in
different degrees (Winkelaar, 1998), or, for example, with people who need support or
day care. Social-communicative competence is a core competence for social workers
and interpersonal communication plays a very important role (Winkelaar, 1998). Van
den Berg, Van Deur and Hens (1998) detíned four categories ofprofessional
competencies for social workers (pp. 47-48):

~ field-related competencies; specific knowledge and skills, which are needed to
understand the professional system, its jargon, and its context;

~ methodical competencies;
~ organisational competencies;

~ social-communicative competencies.

Il



Higher social work education is based on a curriculum taking up four full-time years.
Students start their social work education when they are 17 or 18 years old and have
the proper certificates to start higher education. As a rule, students work in groups of
about twenty-five students. Each group has a coach. Students attend classes,
instructions and training, and work on assignments in small groups of six to eight
persons. In the first academic year they start their first semester with classes,
assignments, and training. In the second semester each student attends a traineeship,
during half a day every week for half a year. Students observe social workers and work
on assignments individually. Students also start practising in communicative situations
with clients, with a personal trainer taking care of supervision. In their third academic
year they attend full-time traineeships and in the fourth and last year, they work in
small groups on two graduation assignments. These assignments are offered by
trainee-organisations and refer to realistic problems in the field of social work. After
their graduation most students start working as social workers at an age of 21 or 22.
The studies described in this dissertation focus on social-communicative competencies
in general, and on professional interpersonal communication in particular, because this
is most relevant for the students' future profession.

l.8 Research questions and structure of the dissertation

The general aim of this dissertation was to gain insight into the role of individual
learning theories and personality traits in the acquisition and development of social-
communicative competencies for social work students. Therefore, the following
general questions were the central focus of the studies:

I. Which aspects can be discerned in students' individual learning theories regarding
social-communicative competence, how can these aspects be measured, and which
relations exist between ILT variables?

2. What role do personality characteristics play with regard to ILT?
3. How can social-communicative competence be assessed by multimedia?
4. What kind of formal and informal situations do students regard as learning

opportunities for the acquisition and development of social-communicative
competence?

5. How do students' individual learning theories and personality traits develop in the
first academic year and what model can be set up for the development of social-
communicative competence (containing student characteristics, learning
environments and learning results)?

Chapter 2 addresses the first question. The purposes of this chapter were the
development of diagnostic instruments for ILT assessment and an increased
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understanding of the relationships between ILT variables. From a developmental
perspective, differences were investigated in ILT variables regarding social work
students in different phases of their study. Chapter 3 deals with the second question. A
cross-sectional study was performed, measuring personality and individual learning
theories in three age groups of social work students (first-year, second-year, and
fourth-year students). In chapter 4 the third question was answered. A pilot study was
performed, measuring students' instructional preferences to learn how to
communicate. Based on the results of this pilot study, guidelines were developed to
design multimedia assessments regarding social-communicative competence. A
multimedia self-assessment instrument for social-communicative competence was
developed, tested, and evaluated by students.

In chapter 5 an interview study is described on students' views with regard to
the role of formal and informal contexts in acquiring social-communicative
competencies. This study is focused on the fourth general question. The aim of this
study was to gain insight into students' views on the instructive effects of various
potential learning situations with regard to the acquisition of social-communicative
competence. Possible relations between student characteristics and their views on
instructiveness of formal and informal learning were also investigated. A group of
social work students was interviewed twice during their first academic year. The last
study, described in chapter 6 is about designing and testing a model on the
development of professional competence. This study contributes to gain insight into
the role of students' characteristics in the development of social-communicative
competencies.

Finally, in chapter 7 the overall conclusions from the five studies are presented.
Implications for higher educational practice and suggestions for further research
complete this dissertation. This dissertation is based on five articles, most of which are
under editorial review or in press. Since each article was written to be read in its own
right, some degree of repetition or overlap was bound to occur.
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Chapter 2

Self-perceived competence, learning conceptions, and preferred learning
situations in the domain of communicationf

Backgrotmd. An important purpose of education in the field of social work is the
development of social-communicative competence and students'
individual learning-theories (ILT's) concerning this domain.

Aims. Our first aim was to develop diagnostic instruments for ILT-assessment
and to understand the relationships between ILT variables. Our second
aim was to study the differences in ILT variables between students of
three study-years.

SamRles. 397 full-time Social Work-students participated in this study: 176 first-
year, 147 second-year and 73 fourth-year students (920~o women and 80~0
men).

Method. Based on a theoretical framework, three questionnaires have been
constructed, covering three ILT variables: self-perceived competence,
learning conceptions and preferred learning situations. For scale
construction, principal component analyses and reliability analyses were
conducted. ANOVAs and post-hoc comparisons of ineans were used to
investigate cross-sectional differences regarding ILT variables. Pearson
correlations and regression analyses were performed to gain more insight
into the relationships between [LT variables.

Resirlt.c. Five aspects of self-perceived competence, four learning conceptions and
five preferred learning situations were found. Learning conceptions and
self-perceived competencies were found to be predictors of students'
preferred learning situations. Many differences were found between the
three groups of students, especially between the first-year students and
the other two groups.

Conchrsions. When studying the acquisition of social-communicative competence, it is
important to take students' individual learning theories into account.
Increased insight into the role of ILT's can be of help in improving social
work education.

~ Bakx. A.W.F.A., Vcrmetten. Y.J.M.. 8r Van dcr Sanden. J.M.M. (submitted). Sclf-perceivcd competence, Icaming
conccptions, and prctzrrcd leaming ;ituations in thc domain of communication.
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2.1 Introduction

The development and acquisition of social-communicative competence gets much
attention (e.g., Smit 8t Van der Molen, 1996), especially in professional contexts of
learning in which communication plays a major role, for example, in Teacher Training
Colleges, Colleges of Management and Health Care and Nursing. In this article we
approach the process of acquiring social-communicative competence of social work
students from a constructivistic perspective.

The constructivistic view on learning considers learning as an active and
constructive process in which new information is connected to prior knowledge
(Byrnes, 1996). Leamers actively construct knowledge and organise learning by
elaborating and restructuring idiosyncratic meaning structures. Both previously
acquired knowledge structures and individual conceptions and beliefs on knowledge
and learning play a role in the way students select and interpret information they are
confronted with in learning environments (e.g., Pintrich, Marx, óc Boyle, 1993).

Students' beliefs about themselves as learners, for instance, are considered
crucial for acquiring competencies. So-called self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1986,
1989) are assumed to operate in situation-specific ways and should not be regarded as
global personality traits or general self-concepts (Pintrich et al., 1993). Personal
interests, values, and beliefs are aspects of a self-generated context that interacts with
(learning) task features to support learning by, for example, increasing and
maintaining attention and the activation of appropriate knowledge and strategies.

The processes of selection and interpretation do not only hold for subject matter
related information but also for information of an instructional nature. The latter refers,
amongst others, to the teaching strategies and the instructional methods that are
characteristic ofa certain learning environment. Like Ramsden (1988), Entwistle
(1991), and Vermetten (1999) we assume that there is no direct influence of instruction
on learning (see also Van der Sanden, Terwel, 8t Vosniadou, 2000). In this respect,
Entwistle (1991) has stated that ". .. it is the shidents' perceptions of the learning
environment that influence how a student learns, not necessarily the context itself'
(P. 202).

Referring to the human tendency to develop individual theories as frames of
reference for describing, categorising, explaining, and anticipating everyday
phenomena, and also to the literature on learning conceptions, epistemological beliefs,
and goal-orientations, Van der Sanden, Terwel and Vosniadou (2000) have claimed
that individual theories operate with regard to learning and school-related issues as
well. In Individual Learning Theories (ILT's) variables mentioned above such as self-
perceived competencies, individual goal-orientations, general and domain-related
learning conceptions, preferred learning situations, and leaming activities are brought
together to serve as individual frameworks with regard to learning and instruction in a
particular domain.

~p



In this study the f'ocus is on students' individual learning theories regarding the
acquisition of social-communicative competence. Three ILT variables have been
examined in this study: ( 1) self-perceived social-communicative competencies, (2)
communication-related learning conceptions, and (3) preferred learning situations for
the acquisition of social-communicative competence.

Much research has addressed students' learning conceptions and learning styles
in general, without referring to a specific domain, like history or science (Busato,
Prins, Blshout, 8i Hamaker, 1999; Curry, 1983; Kolb, 1984; Marton 8c Síiljd, 1976;
Vermunt, 1996). In these studies it is assumed that learning conceptions and learning
styles operate in the same way across different domains (Wolters 8c Pintrich, 1998),
while in other studies it is claimed that personal beliefs about a domain and ideas
about learning may vary from domain to domain ( Kardash 8c Howell, 2000; Prosser,
Walker, óc Millar, 1996; Stodolsky, Salk, 8z Glaessner, 1991; Vanderstoep, Pintrich, 8z
Fagerlin, 1996; Vermetten, Lodewijks, 8i Vermunt, 1999b).

The objectives of the study reported in this article were twofold. First, the study
was set up to develop and test diagnostic instruments for ILT-assessment regarding the
acquisition of social-communicative competence. Secondly, the study was perfonned
to gain understanding of the relationships between ILT variables and the differences
between first-year, second-year, and fourth-year social work students with regard to
these variables. Third-year students were not included in this study due to long term
external traineeships.

Three basic research questions were addressed in this study. The first research
question deals with the three studied ILT variables separately: (1) Which components
of social-communicative competence can be discerned and how do social work
students look upon their own social-communicative competencies in this respect? (2)
Which conceptions do students hold about acquiring social-communicative
competence? and (3) What types of learning situations do students consider to be
effective with regard to the acquisition of social-communicative competence?

A second research question concerns the relations between ILT variables.
Which relations can be found between self-perceived social-communicative
competence, domain-related learning conceptions, and preferred learning situations?
Do preferred learning situations vary as a function of learning conceptions and self-
perceived competence?

The last research question deals with a developmental issue: are there any
differences between first-year, second-year, and fourth-year students with regard to the
three studied ILT variables? In the next session we will offer a more detailed view on
ILT's in general and the three studied ILT variables.
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2.1.1 Individual learning theories

Following Van der Sanden and Teurlings (in press), we define social-communicative
competence as an organised unity of knowledge, skills, professional attitude, and
learning abilities regarding communication. This definition is based on both general
competence concepts (Boulter, Dalziel, 8c Hill, 1996; Eraut, 1997; Ford, 1985;
Marlowe, 1985; McClelland, 1993) and specific studies on communicative
competence from a linguistic perspective (Allen, 1992; Canale 8z Swain, 1980;
Chomsky, 1965; Hymes, 1972, 1974; Redmond 8c Bunyi, 1993; Shaw, 1992). It is
supposed that students' ILT's influence the way they approach learning. ILT's are
composed of conceptual and procedural elements, and may consist of an integrated set
of variables such as (Van der Sanden et al., 2000):

1. Epistemological and ontological beliefs about the subjects that are dealt with in a
certain domain (see also Kardash 8r Howell, 2000; Vosniadou, 1991; Vosniadou 8c
Brewer, 1994);

2. Domain-specific learning conceptions and views on learning in general (e.g.,
Prosser, Walker, 8r Millar, 1996; Stodolsky, Salk, 8z Glaessner, 1991;
Vanderstoep, Pintrich, 8z Fagerlin, 1996);

3. Views on effective strategies in the content domain and one's self-perceived
competencies with regard to this content domain (Johnson, 1998; Rossum 8c
Vermeer, 1994; Weinstein 8c Mayer, 1986);

4. Personal goals and goal orientations (Bandura, 1989; Dweck 8z Leggett, 1988;
Graham, Argyle, Br Furnham, 1980);

5. Preferred learning situations, learning activities, instructional strategies, and views
on the role of others, for example, teachers and fellow students, in the acquisition
of competence (Hamman, Berthelot, Saia 8c Crowley, 2000; Ting, 2000).

2.1.2 Three ILT variables

In this study three ILT variables are investigated: self-perceived social-communicative
competencies, domain-related learning conceptions, and preferred learning situations.
Self-perceived competence has been found to be an important predictor of
performance (Bandura, 1989; Johnson, 1998; Rossum 8z Vermeer, 1994). Self-
perceived competencies play an important role in the learning activities students
deploy or avoid (Bandura, 1986; Weinstein 8z Mayer, 1986), goal setting (Dweck 8r
Leggett, 1988), and obtained learning results and learning motivation (e.g., Boekaerts
8L Seegers, 1994; Kunnen, 1993 ). Self-perceived competence is task-specific, implying
differences across domains (Kobal 8t Musek, 2001; Pintrich et al., 1993; Wolters 8t
Pintrich, 1998).
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Learning conceptions influence students' approaches to learning (Chiou, 1995;
Dweck 8r Leggett, 1988; Marton, Dall' Alba, 8r. Beaty, 1993; Marton óc S~ljd, 1976;
Vermunt, 1996; Weinstein 8c Mayer, 1986). Learning conceptions can vary for
different kinds of subjects (Prosser, Walker, 8z Millar, 1996; Stodolsky, Salk, 8z
Glaessner, 1991). With regard to physics, Prosser et aL (1996) Found evidence for the
influence of students' learning conceptions on their understanding of physics as a
discipline and the quality of their learning activities.

Students' instnactional preferences probably also go together with their views
on the role students and teachers can play in the learning environment, their self-
perceived competence, and their instructional meta-cognitive knowledge (Elen 8c
Lowyck, 1998). Indeed, knowledge about the learning potential of instructional
environments and strategies can be regarded an important aspect of a student's
learning ability. In this respect the ability to acquire competencies in both more formal
and more informal learning environments is important.

2.1.3 Self-perceived socia!-communicative competence

Communication refers to the transmission and reception of information between a
signaller and a receiver (Chrystal, 1995), as presented in Figure l.

Signaller Message -~ Receiver

Figure 1: The process of communication (Byrne, 1976)

Self-perceived social-communicative competence is made up of signaller-related
components, receiver-related components, and regulative components (Den Boer 8z
Harms, 1999; Lang 8r Van der Molen, 1998). The first two components were split into
two divisions, which will from now on be referred to as independent components
(Lang et al., 1998). A distinction can be made between (1) active and (2) reactive
signaller-related skills like structuring information (active) and reacting assertively
(reactive). As to the receiver skills, we differentiate between (3) selective and (4) non-
selective receiver-related components like showing understanding (selective) and
listening actively (non-selective). The fifth component concerns regulating skills like
time-keeping and ending a conversation (Den Boer Bc Harms, 1999; Gramsbergen-
Hoogland 8t Van der Molen, 1996; Lang 8L Van der Molen, 1998). These five
components served as a starting point for the construction of a questionnaire (see
Appendix I for hypothesised scales, number of items, and examples of items). Our
hypothesis is that the five components will emerge as five discernible components of
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self-perceived social-communicative competence. Next, we expect that these scales
have sufficient reliability.

Students with high and low self-esteem differ in their reactions to situational
cues, such as negative feedback and conflict (Duffy, Shaw 8z Stark, 2000). Students
with low self-esteem are more reactive and more likely to be affected by contingencies
in the environment around them. Students with low self-esteem are more susceptible to
negative feedback and are more likely to believe the feedback is valid (Duffy et al.,
2000). This might cause negative feelings, leading to negative expectations. When
negative expectations arise, it becomes increasingly difficult to get positively involved
in new (learning) experiences (Chapman, Tunmer 8r Prochnow, 2000). Students with
low self-perceived competence will probably not favour unstructured and unfamiliar
learning situations because they are insecure and might receive negative feedback.
When students with low self-esteem are severely criticised, they tend to withdraw
(Duffy et al., 2000). As a consequence, we expect high self-perceived social-
communicative competence to go together with preferences for informal learning
situations and learning situations in which the student is actively involved, while
students with low self-perceived competencies will probably avoid these situations.

2.1.4 Domain-specific learning conceptions

Learners have ideas and beliefs with regard to learning (Stodolsky et al., 1991). Sí31jó
(1976) claimed that there is a close connection between general learning conceptions
and information processing strategies. Ideas and beliefs influence the goals students set
for themselves, the activities they undertake (Weinstein 8r, Mayer, 1986), and decisions
they make (Chiou, 1995).

Two general learning conceptions are often found: a constructivistic and a
reproductive learning conception. In a constructivistic view on learning, the emphasis
is on knowledge building and competence development as a personal responsibility of
the learner. A reproductive learning conception focuses on the intake of information
for fact retention (Slaats, Lodewijks, 8r. Van der Sanden, 1999; Vermunt, 1996).
Vermunt (1998) found three other learning conceptions: learning by using knowledge,
learning as being stimulated by the educational environment, and learning by co-
operation with other students. The latter two might also be considered as (favoured)
learning situations or as desirable aspects of the learning environment (Slaats et al.,
1999). We see `learning as being stimulated by the educational environment' and
`learning by co-operation with other students' as instructional conceptions or
preferences, while the other three are learning conceptions. The conception of learning
by using knowledge emphasizes the practical value ofacquired knowledge and
experiences. Such a conception might be found in our study because the domain of
communication is quite application-oriented by itself.
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Stodolsky, Salk, and Glaessner (1991) conducted an interview study with 60
students concerning their conceptions of learning math and social studies. Students
showed distinct individual views on math and social studies respectively, and they had
different opinions on learning each subject. These different domain-related learning
conceptions could be explained by the different views students had on the meaning of
the subjects, the affect associated with the two subjects, and the way the students were
taught (Stodolsky et al., 1991). This indicates that the nature of the subject influences
students' views on instructional effectiveness of learning activities with regard to the
domain.

Prosser, Trigwell, and Taylor (1994) state that learning conceptions in the field
of science can be very different from learning conceptions in the field of history.
Prosser and colleagues found five leaming conceptions with regard to science, and two
of these were extemally oriented: learning as accumulating more information to satisfy
external demands and learning as acquiring concepts to satisfy external demands. The
other three conceptions were internally oriented: learning as acquiring concepts to
satisfy internal demands, learning as conceptual development, and learning as
conceptual change (Prosser et al., 1994).

In our study we expect to find an application-oriented learning conception.
Next, we assume that the distinction between the reproductively and constructivisticly
oriented learning conceptions will also be relevant for the domain of learning to
communicate (for details on items in the questionnaire regarding learning conceptions,
see Appendix 1).

Our first hypothesis is that the constructivistic, the reproductive, and the
application-oriented learning conceptions will emerge as three discernible
components. Secondly, we expect that self-perceived competencies and learning
conceptions are related. If these learning conceptions show up, we assume that high
self-perceived social-communicative competencies will go together with the
constructivistic and application-oriented learning conceptions. Students with low self-
esteem are uncertain about their knowledge of their thoughts and actions and thus will
rely on others to guide them (Duffy et al., 2000). Following this way of thinking, we
expect low self-perceived social-communicative competencies to go together with a
reproductive learning conception, because this might reduce insecurity for students
with low self-perceived competencies. Students with high self-perceived competencies
might engage in more different learning situations and view learning from a
constructivistic or application-oriented perspective.

2.1. S Preferred learning situations

The third ILT variable in our study concerns individual views on the instructiveness of
different learning situations with regard to the acquisition of social-communicative
competence. Students have opinions about the effectiveness and efficiency of different
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instructional measures, so called "instructional meta-cognitive knowledge" (Elen 8L
Lowyck, 1998). This is what the third ILT variable is about.

We use three dimensions referring to aspects of learning situations, two of
which were based on Kolb's experiential learning-theory (1984). The first dimension
is the preference for abstract or concrete information (Van der Sanden, 1996), the
second dimension refers to learning from experiences versus learning by observing
(Bandura, 1986, 1989), and the third dimension concerns the organisation of learning:
`formal versus informal learning' (Marsick, 1987). Learning often takes place in
situations that were not explicitly designed to acquire certain competencies (Lave Bz
Wenger, 1991). We assume that this is particularly the case for the domain of
communication. Infonnal learning is a natural form of learning, in which students
learn more or less spontaneously and without much conscious effort (Boekaerts 8t
Minnaert, 1999). Formal learning activities, on the other hand, are codified to tit the
educational format whereas informal learning activities are concrete, and situated in an
authentic context (Brown, Collins 8t Duguid, 1989; Reigeluth 8z Schwartz, 1989).

These three dimensions were used in the construction of a questionnaire for
instructional preferences (see Appendix I for number of items and examples of items).
We assume that the three dimensions of preferred learning situations will emerge as
discernible components. As mentioned before, learning conceptions influence amongst
others decisions students make, students' goal setting, and their deployment of
learning activities (Chiou, 1995; Weinstein et al., 1986; Vermunt, 1992). Students who
view learning from a constructivistic perspective are more actively involved in their
education and regulate their learning more actively. As a consequence, we assume that
students who have a constructivistic learning conception prefer informal learning more
than other students, because in informal learning students should be actively involved.
Domain-related self-esteem is found to play an important role in expectations and
learning activities (Kardash et al., 2000). We expect students with low scores on self-
perceived social-communicative competence to be less actively involved in all kinds
of unstructured situations and consequently, favour fonnal learning instead of informal
learning. Fonnal learning environments are often seen as "safer".

2.2 Methud

2.2.1 Participants

Participants in the study were 397 full-time social work students: 176 first-year
students (mean age 18.2; Ro~o men and 92o~o women), 147 second-year students (mean
age 19.5; IOo~~ men and 900~o women) and 73 fourth-year students (mean age 21.6; 70~0
men and 93"~o women). Nine percent of all participants were men and ninety-one
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percent were women, with an average age of 19.2 years. This ratio of males to females
is representative for the department of social work. All first-year and second-year
students were requested to participate, as part of their 1999~2000 curriculum. The

response rate for first-year students was 1000~o and for second-year students 930~0. A

smaller group of fourth-year students participated voluntarily (wall-posters and
invitations in the study-guide were used to enlist these students). The response rate of

the fourth-year students was 190~0.

2.2.2 Materrals

First, diagnostic instruments for ILT-assessment were developed. The three
questionnaires used in this study were based on theoretical considerations and on
findings from a pilot study. In September 1998 this pilot study was conducted with

146 first-year social work students. Open-ended questions as well as items with a
Likert scale were used to measure students' perceptions about the acquisition of social-
communicative competencies. Students were asked to express their ideas about `social
workers who are social-communicatively competent' (open-ended questions), and they
were asked about their learning conceptions (Likert scale), learning activities to be

preferred for acquiring social-communicative competence (open-ended questions), and

students' personality traits (Likert scale). The results from this pilot study were used
for item construction for the questionnaires used in this study (for more details, see

Bakx, Sijtsma, 8c Van der Sanden, submitted).
The first questionnaire assessed self-perceived communicative competence by

means of a list of 58 communicative skills for social workers, categorised into five

categories of communication skills (Den Boer á Harms, 1999; Lang 8t Van der
Molen, 1998), as described in the introduction. Students responded to each item using
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from (1) `I'm bad at this' to (5) `I'm good at this'.

Domain-related learning conceptions were measured by means of an adapted
version of the learning conceptions part of the Inventory of Learning Styles for
vocational education (Slaats et al., 1999), with 40 domain-specific items. Students

were asked to indicate on a 5-point scale the degree to which the described learning
conception corresponded to their own view. The scale varied from (1) "I think this is a

bad way to acquire social-communicative competence' to (5) `I think this is a good

way to acquire social-communicative competence'.
Thirty-two domain-related learning sítuations were presented to assess students'

instructional preferences. Six different categories of items were used: concrete,

abstract, experiencing, observing, formal, and informal learning situations. Again a 5-
point Likert scale was used varying from (1) `I prefer this learning situation for the

acquisition of social-communicative competence' to (5) `I do not prefer this learning

situation for the acquisition of social-communicative competence'.
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2.2.3 Procedure

Students were administered the questionnaires in the first academic weeks by one
researcher in the computer centre of the University. A team of three researchers
collected the data, which took 30 sessions of2.5 hours each. To all fifteen groups of
students a brief set of directions was read out. Next, the students received the first
questionnaire. After completion they handed them in and received the next
questionnaire. Each student had to complete the questionnaires in the same sequence
and at their own pace. They also had to complete a multimedia assessment on
communication (results are not described further in this article, see Bakx et al.,
submitted). The students put their personal identification numbers (given to them by
the researcher) on all questionnaires. In this way, complete sets of questionnaires from
one student could be collected, without actually knowing who this student was. The
students did not receive any feedback.

2.2.4 Data analyses

All analyses were performed on the total group of students who had filled in the
complete set of questionnaires. In total 340 complete sets of questionnaires were
analysed (161 from first-year students, 123 from second-year students and 56 from
fourth-year students). To determine the underlying structure of the questionnaires,
principal component analyses were conducted, followed by rotation to simple structure
by means of varimax rotation. Because of cohesion between the scales within the
questionnaires, the principal component analyses were repeated, followed by oblimin
rotations. For each factor, items were selected with loadings of .4 or higher on that
factor. In all three questionnaires several items were removed, which had either low
loadings on all factors or equal loadings on more than one factor. Reliability analyses
were used to remove items with low corrected item-total correlations from scales.

The relations between ILT variables were investigated by means of Pearson
correlation coefficients. Next, a series of regression analyses were computed. Separate
regression analyses were conducted for each of the preferred learning situations
(instructional preferences) with self-perceived competencies and learning conceptions
as predictor variables. The three groups of students were compared by means of
analyses of variance and post-hoc comparisons of ineans (Scheffé test).
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2.3 Results

2.3.1 Construction of ILT variables

Self-perceived social-communicative competence
Five factors representing aspects of self-perceived social-communicative competence
were found. These factors represent five different communication skills: 1) opening a
conversation; 2) structuring a conversation; 3) grilling; 4) showing empathy, and 5)
being assertive during a conversation. `Opening a conversation' refers to the creation
of an atmosphere of openness and relaxation in order to start a conversation.
`Structuring' is about building up a conversation and being in charge of the process.
`Grilling' refers to asking the client direct questions in order to get specific
information. `Showing empathy' refers to activities aimed at making clear to the client
that there is understanding of and involvement in connection with the client's
situation. `Being assertive' represents clarity about the position of the professional and
the client. Cronbach's alpha for the factors varied between .77 and .82. Table 1
presents the scales, the number of items, the reliabilities, and examples of items.

Domain-specific learning conceptions
Four factors could be discerned which represent four different domain-related learning

conceptions. We found two reproductive learning conceptions: a text-based
reproductive learning conception and a model-based reproductive learning conception.
A text-based reproductive learning conception groups items characterised by the view
of learning as remembering sentences and phrases for retention. A model-based
reproductive learning conception emphasizes copying information and observed
behaviour in practical situations for retention without much personal input.

The third factor represents a constructivistic learning conception. The fourth
factor found is a pragmatic learning conception. The pragmatic learning conception is
about acquiring social-communicative competence by selecting, storing, and using
offered information and skills from a utilitarian perspective, without actively looking
for new information or taking initiatives. Cronbach's alpha of the four domain-related
learning conception factors varied between .66 and .89 (see also Table 1).

Preferred learning sitarations
Five factors referring to preferred learning situations were found. The factors can be
interpreted as formal learning, informal learning, role-play learning, learning from
infonnation sources (like books and the Internet), and learning during traineeships.

Cronbach's alpha of the preferred learning situations factors varied between .62 and
.74 (see Table 1).
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Table 1: Scales for self-perceived competence, learning conceptions and
preferred learning situations, number of items, reliabilities, and
esamples of items.

Scale
Number of items (n);
Cronbach's Alpha (a)

Description Item Example

Self-perceived social-comntunicative eompetence

Structuring a conversation
n-10;a-.82
Showing empathy
n-9;a-.77

Building up a conversation and
beingin charge ofthe process
Making clear to the client that there
is understanding and involvement in
connection with the client's
situation
Creating an atmosphere of openness
and relaxation in order to start a
com ersation
Being quite clear about the position
of the professional and the client

Seleeting conversational themes

Opening a conversation
n-i:a-.79

Being assertive during a
comersation
n-9;a-.7R
Grilling
n-8;a-.81

Showing understanding

Getting into contact

Clarifying boundaries

Asking direct questions in order to Requesting specitication
get specitic information

Leurning conceptions about hox~ to comnn~nicate

Constructivistic leaming conception
n-8;a-.80

Text-based reproductive learning
conception
n-3;a-.71
Model-based reproductive leaming
conception
n-8;a-.89

Pragmatic learning conception
n-8; a-.66

Formal leaming
n-6;a-.71
Informal learning
n-5;a-.73

Role-play learning
n-4;a-.66
Leaming from information sources
n-6;a-.74

Learning during traineeships
n-6; a-.62

Building up a logic cognitive
competence structure by logical
thinking, connecting and analysing

Leaming and remembering
sentences and phrases deliberately

Observing fellow-students' actions
during traineeships and seeing if
you would do the same in similar
situations
Leaming by heart every phase of.
for example, passing bad news

Copying inforntation and obsened
behaviour without much personal
input

Self-centred selective storing and
using of information and skills

Taking down effective sayings and
phrases from professionals word by
word, in order to use them in a
similar context
Deducing general approaches from
other people's behaviour

Pi-eJerr~edlearning situatinns

Learning initiated by the school-
system
Leaming initiated by the student
himself

Leaming by practising role-plays

Attending lectures in the field of
communicative theories
Practising communicative skills
duting social events, like parties
without others notícing
Practising role-plays in school

Leaming form books, television or,
for example, the Internet

Gaining real-life experience in
ofticial surroundíngs during
traineeships

Reading literature on personal
communication on one's own
accord
Practising the application of
counselling with clients during
traineeships
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2.3.2 Relations betx~een self-perceived competence, learning conceptions and
pref'erred learning situations

Table 2 presents Pearson correlation coefficients concerning the three investigated ILT

variables for the whole group of students. Factors within one questionnaire are

significantly related to each other, except for the constructivistic learning conception

and the text-based reproductive learning conception. Strong relations were found

between learning conceptions and preferred learning sittiations. A constructivistic

learning conceptíon is positively related to all five learning situations, especially role-

play learning (r-.49) and learning during traineeships (r-.48). A model-based

reproductive learning conception is unrelated to a preference for role-play learning (r -

-.13), but slightly positively related to favouring learning from information sources (r

-.18). The text-based reproductive learning conception relates positively to learning

from information sources (r -.27) and to formal learning situations (r -.28). The

pragmatic learning conception relates positively to formal (r -.31) and to informal

situations (r - .22).
Relations were also found between self-perceived competencies and preferred

learning situations. Role-play learning correlates positively with all self-perceived

competencies. The constructivistic learning conception also relates positively to all

factors of self-perceived competencies. The two reproductive learning conceptions

relate less to self-perceived competencies than the other two learning conceptions do.

Altogether, these results indicate strong relations between the factors of all three ILT

variables.

Results of the regression analyses are presented in Table 3. Results indicate that

patterns of relationships differ for the three groups. When comparing the year groups,

the greatest proportion of variance regarding preferred learning situations could be

predicted for the fourth year. The degree to which students prefer certain learning

situations is mostly dependent on their learning conceptions. The constructivistic

learning conception is the most important predictor variable for all groups. Self-

perceived competencies also explain part of the variance for the first and second-year

students.
Self-perceived competencies explain part of the variance with regard to only

one learning situation (role-play learning) for the fourth-year students. [n total 340~0 of

the variance in role-play learning was explained for the fourth-year students. Self-

perceived competence `structuring a conversation' and the constructivistic learning

conception were the most important predictor variables.
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Table 2: Correlations among the self-perceived competence scales, learning
conceptions, and preferred learning situations (N - 340; 161 first-year
students, 123 second-year students, and 56 fourth-year students)

I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Self-perceived competence

I.STRUC --
2.EMPH .42"` --
3.OPEN .39"' .30"' --
4.ASSER .51" .37"` .39"` --
5. GR1L .59" .53" .35" .48

Learning conceptions

6.CONST .22" .26"` .21" .14"` .18'" --
7. TEXT-BA .15`" -.Ol .12' .09 .10 .06 --
B.PRAG .19" .15" .06 .12" .17"` .26" .21'" --
9.MODEL-BA .06 -.Ol .04 .02 .04 -.14" .41 "` .30"

Preferred learning situations

9 10 11 12 13

lO.FORM .13" .17" .25"` .13' .19" .37"' .28`" .31" .13` --
I LINFO .19" .14" .08 .12" .25"' .29" .18" 22`" .12' .23"` --
12.ROLE .22'" .30" .23"` .13' .2]'" .49"" -.00 .19" -.13` .34" .34" --
13.SOUR .15'" .17" .23" .20"` .20" .24" .27`" .06 .18" .49" .41'" .30" --
14.TRA1 .16" .11" .14" .09 .19" .48`" .13` .18" .Ol .45" .35" .38" .40"

" Correlation is significant at the .01 level; ` Correlation is significant at the .05 level

STRUC - structuring a conversation; EMPH - showing empathy; OPEN - opening a conversation;
ASSER - being assertive during a conversation; GRIL - grilling; CONST - constructivistic learning
conception; TEXT-BA - text-based reproductive learning conception; PRAG - pragmatic learning
conception; MODEL-BA - model-based reproductive learning conception; FORM - formal learning;
INFO - informal learning; ROLE - role-play learning; SOUR - learning from information sources;
TRAI - learning during traineeships
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2.3.3 ILT variables comparedfor three study years

Analyses of variance and post-hoc comparisons of ineans (Scheffé test) were
conducted to investigate differences in ILT variables among the three groups. Results
of the analyses of variance are presented in Table 4.

Table 4: Analysis of variance concerning self-perceived competence scales,
learning conceptions and preferred learning situations for first-year
(n - 161), second-year (n - 123), and fourth-year students (n - 56)

Variable Mean F

Study year First-year Second- Fourth-
year year

Self-perceived competence

1. Structuring a conversation 3.74 3.88 4.02 10.33""
2. Showing empathy 4.48 4.46 4.52 .47
3. Opening a conversation 3.98 4.36 4.28 25.37""
4. Being assertive 3.65 3.79 3.88 4.83""
5. Grilling 3.96 3.96 4.05 .37

Learning conceptions

6. Constructivistic 4.48 4.47 4.41 .57
7. Text-based reproductive 2.93 3.08 3.08 1.40
8. Pragmatic 3.84 3.68 3.56 7.84""
9. Model-based reproductive 2.26 2.15 2.23 .50

Preferred learning situations

10. Formal learning 4.05 4.01 3.81 5.55""
11.Informallearning 3.58 3.57 3.43 1.28
12. Role-play learning 4.31 4.37 4.22 1.68
13. Learning from information sources 3.19 3.34 3.36 2.61
14. Learning during traineeships 4.15 4.12 4.21 .63
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Results indicate a main effect of study year concerning self-perceived competence
regarding structuring a conversation, opening a conversation, ánd being assertive. Post
hoc comparisons show that fírst-year students report less self-confidence regarding
structuring a conversation and opening a conversation than the second and fourth-year
students (F - 10.33, p-.02; F- 25.37, p-.00). The first-year students also report
being less secure about themselves than the fourth-year students with regard to being
assertive during a conversation (F - 4.83, p-.02). No differences were found between
second and the fourth-year students concerning self-perceived social-communicative
competence.

Scheffé comparisons showed that first-year students scored significantly higher
on the pragmatic learning conception, than the second and fourth-year students (F
-7.84, p-.03). No other differences were found between the three groups regarding
learning conceptions. First-year students reported a higher preference for formal
learning (preferred learning situations) than the fourth-year students. No difference
was found between the second-year students and the other two groups.

2.4 Discussion

The purpose of the study reported in this article was the development of diagnostic
instruments for ILT-assessment and an increased understanding of the relationships
between ILT variables. From a developmental perspective we explored differences in
these variables with regard to social work students in different phases of their study.

2.4.1 IL T-assessment

In our study self-report questionnaires were used. A general disadvantage of self-
report instruments is that they do not measure actually performed learning behaviour,
but the student's ideas about this behaviour (Vermetten, Vermunt, 8c Lodewijks,
1999a), or even what the student is willing to report about it. However, Metz,
Caccamise and Gustafson (1997) state that communication skills can be assessed
reliably by self-assessment and that students themselves can judge their own
competence best. This might imply that ILT-assessment can be validly conducted by
means of self-reports. The questionnaires in our study could be completed
anonymously. As a consequence we suppose that students were rather honest about
their views and that it could be justifiable to use self-reports in this respect.
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2.4.2 Self-pereeived soeial-eommunicative competenee

We expected to find five factors concerning self-perceived social-communicative
competence (active signaller-related, reactive signaller-related, not selective receiver-
related and selective receiver-related skills and regulating skills). However, the results
showed five different factors: opening a conversation, structuring a conversation,
grilling, showing empathy and assertiveness. Although these findings were not
expected, they do not go against our theoretical considerations. The five factors found
can be related to three of the expected factors: opening a conversation and structuring
a conversation can be gathered under the category of signaller-related skills. Being
assertive and grilling are reactive signaller-related skills and showing empathy can be
seen as a selective receiver-related skill. Factors related to not-selective receiver-
related skills and regulating skills were not found. The `regulating-items' were
integrated into the tive scales.

Although most of the factors found can be related to the expected factors, the
empirical factors appeared to have a smaller scope than expected. They relate directly
to being involved in a conversation, while the expected factors were derived from a
theoretical perspective. The expected theoretical factors are probably very useful, but
they do not correspond to the perspective on communication that is typical for social
work students.

2.4.3 Domain-related learning conception.s

With regard to domain-related learning conceptions, we hypothesised that there would
be a distinction between reproductive and constructivistic learning conceptions (Slaats
et al., 1999; Vermunt, 1996), next to an application-oriented conception (Vermunt,
1998). Indeed, a distinction was found between reproductive and constructivistic
learning conceptions. Two different kinds of reproductive learning conceptions
appeared: a text-based reproductive learning conception, emphasizing memorisation of
sentences and phrases for retention, and a model-based reproductive learning
conception with a broader scope. This distinction in two reproductive learning
conceptions is probably due to the domain-relatedness ofour study. In the domain of
communication it is possible to learn reproductively in different ways. The model-
based learning conception is about observing and memorising knowledge, skills, and
attitudes in practical situations. Both reproductive learning conceptions are about
copying information for later retention without much personal input. The
constructivistic learning conception refers to building up a personal competence
framework on the basis of reflection and already existing knowledge. Though tuned to
the domain of communication, the reproductive and constructivistic learning
conceptions found in our study are comparable with the general learning conceptions
of, for example, Vermunt (1996) and Slaats, Lodewijks and Van der Sanden (1999).
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We did not find an application-oriented learning conception per se (Vermunt,
1998). Slaats and her colleagues (1999) neither found a separate application-oriented
factor in the vocational setting. They concluded that this might be due to the overall
focus on applying what has been learned in practical situations. As one can see in
Appendix I and Table 2, the reproductive and constructivistic items also refer to the
application of communication knowledge and skills. We suppose that an orientation of
applying knowledge and skills is included in all four learning conceptions, because of
the domain-relatedness of the items. In contrast to Slaats and colleagues, we assume
that an orientation on applying knowledge and skills might be present in every single
learning conception.

The fourth learning conception that emerged from our data could be labelled as
a pragmatic learning conception encompassing the selective use of information and
skills from an utilitarian perspective. This rather unfamiliar learning conception was
also found by Oosterheert and Vermunt (2000) in their study on learning to teach.

While the two reproductive learning conceptions are more externally oriented,
emphasizing the accumulation of information and concepts to satisfy external
demands, the constructivistic and pragmatic learning conceptions are internally
oriented, focusing on the acquisition of concepts to satisfy internal demands (viewing
learning as a personal conceptual development) (Prosser et al., 1994).

2.4.4 Preferred learning situations

Three dimensions were expected regarding instructional preferences: (1) learning
situations with an abstract content - learning situations with a concrete content; (2)
experiencing - observing, and (3) formal - informal learning. These factors are, for the
greater part, represented in the empirical results. However, five factors were found
instead of six: formal learning situations, informal learning situations, role-play
learning, learning from information sources, and learning during traineeships. Formal
and informal learning situations were found as expected. Next, role-play learning and
learning during traineeships can be seen as two situations, in which learning from
concrete experiences is central. Watching role-plays, however, is a learning situation
that requires observation. Our findings do not represent this expected difference.
Learning activities and content (concrete or abstract) load on one factor and do not
appear as separate factors. The fifth learning situation, learning from information
sources may refer to both abstract and concrete contents.

It appears that formal and informal learning situations play a role in learning
how to communicate and can be distinguished as separate factors. Concrete and
abstract information processing are not set apart, however. Learning situations, which
request experiential learning seem to be quite important in the acquisition of social-
communicative competence. A specific observational learning factor, however, was
not found. Moreover, a few items of this expected factor had to be deleted, which
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probably contributes to its not showing up as a separate factor. Still, observational
learning is part of role-play learning and learning during traineeships.

2.4.5 Cohesron of ~LT l~ariables

All five factors of self-perceived social-communicative competence are positively
related, indicating that each of these variables is indicative of the general concept of
self-perceived social-communicative competence. When a student has a positive view
on, for example, his or her own competence in opening a conversation, it is likely that
the same student also reports a positive judgement on the other social-communicative
competence variables.

Domain-related learning conceptions, especially the constructivistic learning
conception, and self-perceived social-communicative competencies relate positively.
Self-perceived social-communicative competence goes together with the view on
leaming how to communicate as a process of building adequate action-learning
theories, for which the students are personally responsible. This confinns our
hypothesis. However, it is not true that students who are less secure about their own
competencies have more reproductive views on learning.

Students who view the acquisition ofsocial-communicative competence as a
constructivistic process, feel attached to all five learning situations, especially role-
plays and learning during traineeships. These students probably want to grasp all kinds
of opportunities for learning. They probably do not mind practising and improving
their skills in experiential situations like role-plays. Reproductively oriented students
favour learning from information sources. This is a"safer" environment (Duffy et al.,
2000) which affords ample opportunities for reproduction. Students with text-based
reproductive learning conceptions are inclined towards formal learning situations. This
is explainable, because working and learning with texts is a common ingredient of
such learning environments. Students with a pragmatic view on learning prefer formal
and informal learning situations. These students may not care so much in what kind of
situations they are required to learn; selecting useful learning material with the aid of
any tools available, is what matters to them.

Regression analyses indicated that learning conceptions are the most important
predictors of preferred learning situations, while self-perceived competencies are less
important. Other variables which might explain additional variance, but were not
included here could be personality (Busato, Prins, Elshout, 8r. Hamaker, 1999),
perceptions of teaching quality (Ting, 2000), interpersonal intelligence (Gardner,
1983) and, for example, cognitive ability and educational expectations (Ganzach,
2000 ).
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2.4.6 Cross-sectiona! differences

Our second research question addressed differences among first-year, second-year, and
fourth-year students with regard to ILT variables in the field of communication.
Busato, Prins, Elshout, and Hamaker (in press) concluded that almost no cross-
sectional differences exist for aspects of learning theories in general. In our study,
however, several interesting differences were found. Most differences were found
concerning self-perceived social-communicative competencies: first-year social work
students are less confident about their social-communicative competencies than the
other groups. This might imply that competence as judged by teachers and self-
perceived competence are in line with each other, as suggested by Metz et al. (1997). It
also takes a while to establish one's domain-related self-esteem, based on relevant
experiences (Chapman et al., 2000). The first-year students lacked formal education
and training with regard to communication when they participated in this study. This
was probably reflected in their lower self-perceived competence scores.

Only small differences were found among the three groups concerning learning
conceptions and preferences for learning situations. It is remarkable that all students
favour the same kind of learning situations, even though first-year students feel more
attracted to formal learning than the other students. This is probably the case because
this is a learning environment, in which it is relatively safe to fail (Kass, Burke, Blevis,
8~ Williamson, 1992). Second-year students and fourth-year students know from
experience that different kinds of learning situations may help them in developing
social-communicative competence. Maybe the first-year students' preferences are
more indicative of their ideas of what might be helpful in acquiring social-
communicative competencies.

Constructivistic learning conceptions are quite common among all students, and
the same goes for pragmatic learning conceptions. First-year students reported the
pragmatic view significantly more often than the others did; this may be explained by
a general feeling of uncertainty among first-year students (Duffy et al., 2000), or by
the fact that first-year students do not have crystallised views on learning yet. No other
differences were found.

Our study shows that domain-related ILT-assessment can be helpful in understanding
self-perceived competencies, learning conceptions, and preferred learning situations,
which are closely related to the context of acquiring social-communicative
competencies. The strength of ILT-assessment might be the narrow connection of the
items to the core competence in students' future professions. An advantage of a
domain-related perspective is that it is motivating for students to complete the
questionnaires. Limitations of this study include the use of one student group (social
work students), which calls its generalization into question. However, the
explainability of our results and the resemblance with (parts of) other studies bolster

our confidence in the results.
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The ILT questionnaires should be investigated further, if possible with large
groups of students (e.g., in institutes for teacher training). The empirical factors we
found reflect a more refined practice-related view than was expected from a theoretical
perspective. For further exploration of the underlying model, it is necessary to test the
questionnaires with the factors we found again, to see if these results can be replicated.
Other ILT variables, as mentioned in the introduction of this article, should also be
investigated to gain further insight into the total ILT-concept.
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Appendix I, chapter 2

Hypothesised scales for self-perceived competence, learning conceptions and
preferred learning situations, number of items, and example items.

Scale
Number of items

Example Items

SelJ-perceivec! social-communicative con:petence

Active signaller-related skills
n-18

Reactive signaller-related skills
n-4

Selective receiver-related skills
n-12

Non-selective receiver-related skills
n-10

Regulating skills
n-8

l . open the conversation
2. express your opinion
3. explain why you ask certain questions
4. give feedback to the client
1. react assertively
2. say "No", to refuse
3. clarify your boundaries
4. to stand up for yourself
l. listen actively
2. actively using silences in a conversation
3. select conversation theme's from the client's input
4. reflect on the client's feelings
l. show interest
2. show understanding
3. encourage to go on (non-verbally)
4. make eye-contact
1. welcome the client
2. keep time during the conversation
3. clarity transitions in the conversation
4. end the conversation

Learning conceptions about how to conrmunicate

Reproductive learning conception
n-13

Constructivistic learning conception
n-12

1. Focus on practical phrases and copy these for your own
use, when someone explains you how to formulate
something

2. Remember successful phrases particularly by heart
3. When watching a succes.rticl role-play, remember what

you saw and heard to be able to act in exactly the same
way in the same situation

4. Leaming the steps by heart, in a`bad news' dialogue,
for example

1. Make up possible examples ofhow communication
theory functions in practical sihrations

2. Focus on what people say and deduce guidelines from
this, when reading reports of sample-conversations

3. Focus on the professional's approach en think how one
could approach these kinds of situations, when
watching an instruction video

4. Watch other trainees during a traineeship and think for
yourself ifyou would approach this situation the same
way
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~cale
Number of items

Example Items

Application-oriented learning L Give advise about how to react in certain situations,
conception when giving feedback to fellow students about a role-
n - 14 play

2. Think about how you would act in this situation, when
observing a competent social worker

3. Focus on phrases you can use in practical situations,
when someone explains how to formulate something

4. Write down phrases from competent social workers
during your traineeship, to use them yourself

Pre~èi~re~l leurnrng situntioizs

Preference for abstract information 1. Attend lessons about communication theories in school
n- 4 2. Ask your fellow students which communication models

they use in practice
3. Watch a course on television about principles and

techniques of communication
Preference for concrete information 1. Listen to a group of fellow students who talk about
n- 6 handling difficult dialogues during their traineeships

2. Read a book with many examples ofprofessional
dialogues for social workers

3. Think about remarks your friends make about your way
of communicating with them

Experiencing learning situations 1. Practise social work dialogues during your traineeship
n- 4 2. Practise a role-play in school

3. Practise an advise-dialogue with a friend, who wants to
help you and does not attend the education for social
workers

Observational learning situations 1. Observe fellow students who practise a role-play
n- g 2. Watch an instruction video on communicative

situations in the field of social work
3. Watch your coach from your traineeship, who

communicates with a client
Formal learning 1. Ask your teacher how you can express your self best in
n- 4 a certain situation

2. Ask your coach from your traineeship for a judgement
on your communicative skills

3. Ask for elaborate feedback afrer having played a role-
play

Informal leaming 1. Listen to people communicating with each other in the
n - 7 bus

2. Ask your relatives in what way they would like to be
addressed, if they would be in need of a social worker

3. Read literature about communication on your own
initiative
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Chapter 3

Personality and individual learning theories:

A cross-sectional study in the context of social-communicative trainingZ

This article reports on a study concerning relations between personality traits and three

aspects of Individual Learning Theories (ILT's) on acquiring social-communicative

competence: self-perceived social-communicative competence, domain-related

learning conceptions, and preferred learning situations. ILT's are personal theories,

which serve as frames of reference to describe, categorise, and explain learning and

school-related issues with regard to a particular domain. We investigated relations

between personality and three ILT variables for first-year, second-year, and fourth-

year social work students. Results showed that personality and ILT variables are

related. Especially self-perceived competence and personality are related. Autonomy

plays the most important role there, especially for first-year students. Autonomy also

predicts learning situations that first-year and fourth-year students favour. Personality

traits are more strongly related to ILT variables for social work students in the first

year of their study. For these students personality traits predict self-perceived social-

communicative competence and preferences for learning situations. For older students,

especially the second-year students, personality traits and ILT variables are more

weakly related. Increased insight into the role of personality in ILT's can help to
improve education.

2 Bakx. A.W.E.A., Van der Sanden, J.M.M, 8c Vermetten, Y.J.M. (in press). Personality and individual leaming theones: A

cross-sectional study in the context of social-communicative training. Personulih~ und Individua! DiJjerences.
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3.l Introduction

From a constructivistic perspective on learning it is essential to pay attention to views
and ideas students have on learning. Moreover, it is relevant to take into account in
what way students learn and process information. Constructivists consider learning as
an active and constructive process in which new information is connected to prior
knowledge (Byrnes, 1996). Learners actively construct knowledge and organise
learning by elaborating and restructuring idiosyncratic meaning structures. Both
previously acquired knowledge structures and personal conceptions and beliefs on
knowledge and learning, play an important part in the way students approach learning
(e.g., Pintrich, Marx, óc Boyle, 1993).

Taking a constructivistic perspective on learning, Van der Sanden (1997)
introduced the concept of students' Individual Learning Theories (ILT's). ILT's are
personal theories, which serve as frames of reference to describe, categorise, explain,
and anticipate learning and school-related issues with regard to a particular domain.
ILT's concern personal views of learners and consist of a relatively coherent set of
variables (1) self-perceived competencies; (2) individual goal-orientations; (3) beliefs
about the subjects that are dealt with within a certain domain; (4) general and domain-
related learning conceptions; (5) preferred leaming situations and (6) preferred
learning activities (see also Van der Sanden, Terwel, 8r. Vosniadou, 2000; Van der
Sanden 8z Teurlings, in press). In two ways this domain-specific approach to student
learning differs from the majority of studies on learning styles. First, most studies
address learning styles and learning conceptions without referring to a specitíc
domain, like history or science (Busato, Prins, Elshout, 8r Hamaker, 1999; Kolb, 1984;
Marton 8t Sáljd, 1976; Vermunt, 1996). Second, most studies are about academic or
knowledge-oriented ways of learning. This study on ILT's in the field of
communication takes a(professionally oriented) competence perspective rather than
an academically oriented knowledge perspective.

ln a cross-sectional correlational design we investigated relations between personality
characteristics and three ILT variables: self-perceived social-communicative
competence, domain-related learning conceptions and preferred learning situations.
The aim of this study was to gain insight into these relations with respect to the
acquisition of social-communicative competence, for first-year, second-year and
fourth-year students. Third-year students were not included in the sample because they
were engaged in traineeships for the tïrst six months of the year. As a consequence,
they were not available to participate in this study. The question of interest was in
which ways personality traits and the three ILT variables are related. Next we wanted
to answer the question whether personality characteristics predict ILT variables and, if
so, whether there are differences among first-year, second-year and fourth-year social
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work students. This study is part of a larger research project. Therefore, some previous
findings will be described below first.

3.1.1 Previous results

In a previous study we investigated three ILT variables in relation to the domain of
communication (Bakx, Vermetten, 8c Van der Sanden, submitted-b). Communicative

competence plays a major role in the field of social work (Winkelaar, 1998). Little is

known about the development of social-communicative competence. We examined

relations between students' self-perceived competencies, learning conceptions about
acquiring social-communicative competence and students' preferences for learning

situations regarding communication in the field of socia] work. We compared these

ILT variables and their interrelations for frst-year, second-year and fourth-year

students to gain insight into developmental differences.
Five aspects of self-perceived social-communicative competence were

distinguished: opening a conversation, structuring a conversation, grilling (asking

direct questions in order to get specific information), showing empathy, and

assertiveness (for scale descriptions and examples of items, see Table 1 in chapter 2).

No differences were found between self-perceived competence scores of second and

fourth-year students. The first-year students, however, reported to be less secure about

their competencies regarding structuring a conversation, opening a conversation and

being assertive (for details see Bakx et al., submitted-b). The first-year students had

experienced no formal education in the field of communication. As a consequence

they probably were less competent in this field in comparison to the second and fourth-

year students. This might imply that competence as judged by teachers and the

reported self-perceived competence are in line with each other (see also Metz,

Caccamise, 8z Gustafson, 1997). It also takes a while to establish one's domain-related

self-esteem, based on relevant experiences (Chapman, Tunmer, 8z Prochnow, 2000).

This could explain the differences between the groups of students.

We found four domain-related learning conceptions: a text-based reproductive

]earning conception and a model-based reproductive one, a constructivistic learning

conception and a pragmatic learning conception (for scale descriptions and examples

of items, see Table 1 in previous chapter). The text-based reproductive learning

conception is about memorisation of sentences and phrases for retention, while the

model-based reproductive learning conception emphasizes copying information and

copying observed behaviour in practical situations for retention without much personal

input. The constructivistic domain-related learning conception refers to building up an

adequate personal action-theory by elaborating and reflecting on knowledge and

competencies, which already exist. The pragmatic learning conceptíon is about

acquiring social-communicative competence by selecting, storing and using offered

iníormation from a utilitarian perspective, without actively looking for new
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information or taking initiatives. First-year students scored higher on the pragmatic
leaming conception than second and fourth-year students. First-year students did not
differ with regard to the other learning conceptions.

The third ILT variable we investigated was preferred learning situations. Five
scales were discerned: formal learning situations, informal learning situations, role-
play learning, learning from information sources and learning during traineeships (for
scale descriptions and examples of items, see Table 1 in previous chapter). Again
second-year and fourth-year students did not differ from each other. However, first-
year students reported a higher preference for formal leaming than fourth-year
students. First-year students are less secure about their competencies than the other
students and, as a consequence, they differ in their reactions to situational cues (Duffy,
Shaw, 8z Stark, 2000). They probably prefer formally structured learning
environments, in which it is relatively safe to make mistakes (Kass, Burke, Blevis, 8r.
Williamson, 1992).

Our conclusion was that students' ILT scores vary slightly across different
study years. Most differences exist between first-year students and older students,
especially with regard to self-perceived social-communicative competence. We also
found that self-perceived social-communicative competence and domain-related
learning conceptions predict preferred learning situations, even though patterns of
relationships differ for the three groups.

Personality traits play an important role in learning (Vermetten, Lodewijks, 8c
Vermunt, in press). Personality traits possibly play an even more important role in
acquiring social-communicative competencies than in, for example, acquiring
technical skills, as in the latter the subject as a person is less involved. Communication
always takes place in an interactive context, in which individuals interact (O'Hair,
Friedrich, Wiemann, 8z Wiemann, 1995). It is likely that personality traits influence
students' views on acquiring social-communicative competence. Recently, a number
of studies were conducted on personality and approaches to learning (e.g., Busato et
al., 1999; Furnham, 1992; Furnham 8i Gunter, 1983; Jackson 8c Lawty-Jones, 1996;
Slaats, Van der Sanden, 8c Lodewijks, 1996). These studies, however, focused on
general learning styles, assuming that learning is a relatively general process that
operates in the same way across different domains (Wolters 8r Pintrich, 1998).
However, not much is known about the relations between personality traits and
domain-related views on aspects of learning, within the context of professional social-
communicative competence. In the study described in this article, we investigated
relations between the Big Five personality traits and the three ILT variables. In
particular relations between personality traits, self-perceived social-communicative
competencies, domain-related learning conceptions and preferred situations for
acquiring social-communicative competence, have not been subjected to research.

Many studies addressed students' leaming conceptions and learning styles in
general, without referring to a specific domain. Other studies claim that personal
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beliefs about learning and self-concept are partly dependent on the subject matter
domain (Kardash 8c. Howell, 2000; Kobal 8c Musek, 2001; Prosser, Walker, 8c Millar,
1996; Stodolsky, Salk, Bi Glaessner, 1991; Vanderstoep, Pintrich, 8c Fagerlin, 1996).
We assume that the way personality and views on aspects of learning relate to each
other might be dependent on the domain of learning. The learner as an individaral
plays an important role in the acquisition of social-communicative competence,
because he is personally involved as `participating interactor' in communicative
situations. As a consequence, we expect a rather strong overlap between personality
and ILT variables.

3.1.2 Personali,ry traits and ILT variables

It is assumed that personality consists of five superordinate factors, referred to as the
`Big Five' (Carver 8z Scheier, 1992), even though a more refined structure of
personality characteristics could be useful in particular situations (De Raad, Hendriks,
8z Hofstee, 1992). The Big Five personality traits are extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, emotional stability and autonomy. Agreeableness refers to being
friendly, flexible and co-operative. Conscientiousness is about being thorough, task-
orientated, systematic and careful. Extraversion is about being cheerful, active,
energetic and vigorous. Emotional stability refers to being calm and relaxed, having
emotional control. The interpretation of the fifth factor has led to intensive discussions
among researchers (De Raad 8c Van Heck, 1994). This factor has been labelled with a
range of divergent names reflecting slightly different interpretations, such as "culture"
and "intellect" (Trapnell, 1994). In our study we used the Dutch version of the FFPI to
measure personality characteristics, in which the fifth factor emphasizes autonomy
(Hendriks, 1997). At a conceptual level the fifth factor refers to openness to
experience (e.g., NEO-PI) and autonomy (FFPI). Autonomy, as we call the fifth factor,
is about being creative, intelligent, imaginative, autonomous and, as a consequence,
being open to new experiences (see e.g., Hendriks (1997) for more details).

With regard to learning and instruction, three personality traits are often found to be of
major relevance: extraversion, conscientiousness and autonomy (e.g., Busato et al.,
1999). Given the nature of communication, our main hypothesis is that extraversion
plays the most important role in students' self-perceived social-communicative
competence. Summerfield and Youngman (1999) investigated relations between
personality and educational attainment. They identified eight groups with different
personality profiles. One of these groups turned out to be quite passive. The majority
of this group consisted of female students, like in our study. Students in this passive
group lacked confidence and were mostly introverts. We expect that introverted
students are less secure about their social-communicative competencies than
extraverted students. Snow, Corno and Jackson (1996) stated that introverts perform
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better under structured learning conditions and that they can maintain concentration in
independent learning situations such as library study, while extraverts are less able to
concentrate under independent learning-conditions. Following these findings, our
hypothesis is that extraverted students prefer learning situations such as role-play
learning, informal learning and learning during traineeships, whereas students with
low scores on extraversion prefer formal learning situations and learning from
information sources for the acquisition of social-communicative competence.

Using structural equation analysis, Vermetten et aL (1999) found that
agreeableness and conscientiousness had direct effects on surface learning, while
autonomy had a direct effect on deep learning. In line with these findings we expect to
find positive relations between agreeableness and conscientiousness and the two
reproductive learning conceptions, and between autonomy and the constructivistic
learning conception. In our previous study we found that learning conceptions and
(less strongly) self-perceived social-communicative competencies predict preferred
learning situations. We expect that personality traits predict ILT variables. We expect
to find stronger relations between personality traits and instructional preferences
(preferred learning situations) for first-year students than for more mature students
(second and fourth year). Older students are familiar with the educational system and,
as a consequence, have developed more instructional metacognitive knowledge (Elen
8z Lowyck, 1998). This knowledge about the value of different learning situations
might mitigate the relation between personality and instructional preferences.

3.2 Method

3.2.1 Subjects

Participants were 397 full-time social work students from a university of professional
education in the Netherlands. The group consisted of 176 first-year students (average
age 18.2 years; 80~o men and 920~o women), 147 second-year students (average age 19.5
years; l00~o men and 900~o women) and 73 fourth-year students (average age 21.6
years; 70~o men and 93o~o women). Almost all students entered the social work
education directly after completing their secondary education. This means the sample
is quite homogeneous.
The first-year and second-year groups participated obligatorily as part of their
1999~2000 curriculum. The response rate for first-year and second-year students was
therefore close to IOOo~o. The fourth-year students volunteered to participate via wall-
posters and invitations in the study-guide. The response rate of the fourth-year students
was 190~0. The greater part of the total group consisted of women: 910~o were women
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and 90~o were men. This ratio of females to males is representative for the department

of social work.

3.2.2 Instruments

Three questionnaires for ILT-assessment which had been developed in previous

research (Bakx et al., submitted-b) were used to assess students' individual views on

acquiring social communicative competence. The first ILT questionnaire assesses five

different aspects of self-perceived communicative competence: opening a

conversation, structuring a conversation, grilling, showing empathy and being

assertive during a conversation. A list of 41 communicative skills for social workers

was used. Students responded to each item using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from

(1) `I'm bad at this' to (5) `I'm good at this'.
The second ILT questionnaire measures domain-related learning conceptions by

means of 27 items about views on learning how to communicate. These items

represent the four different domain-related learning conceptions as described in the

introduction. Students were asked to indicate on a 5-point scale the degree to which

the described item corresponded to their own view. The scale varied from (1) "I think

this is a bad way to learn how to communicate' to (5) `I think this is a good way to

learn how to communicate'.
For the assessment of preferred learning situations 27 communication-related

learning situations were presented. Five components were found which measured

preferences for formal learning, informal learning, role-play learning, learning from

information sources and learning during traineeships. Again a 5-point Likert scale was

used for indicating preferences for the different learning situations. Scale score

reliabilities (Cronbach's alpha) ranged from .62 to .89.
For the assessment of personality-characteristics the Dutch version of the Five-

factor Personality Inventory (FFPI) was used (Hendriks, 1997; Hendriks, Hofstee, 8z

De Raad, 1999). This questionnaire is composed of one hundred statements. Students

were required to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale to what extent each statement is

descriptive of his or her personality. In our study scale score reliabilities (Cronbach's

alpha) ranged from .78 to .83 (agreeableness a-.78; conscientiousness a-.82;

extraversion a-.83; autonomy a-.79; emotional stability a-.82).

3.2.3 Procedure

In our vocational school system, students attend classes (groups of 25 students) for

approximately 25 hours a week. In the first study weeks the questionnaires were

administered to groups of 15 students at a time by one researcher in the computer

centre of the University. A team of three researchers collected the data, which took 30
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sessions in total. To all groups a brief set of directions was read out. Next, the students
received the first questionnaire. After completion they returned them and received the
next questionnaire. Each student completed the questionnaires in the same sequence
and at their own pace. The students put their personal identification numbers (given to
them by the researcher) on all questionnaires. In this way, from each student a
complete set of questionnaires could be collected, without actually knowing who this
student was. The students did not receive feedback.

3.2.4 Data analyses

All analyses were performed on the group of students who completed all
questionnaires. In all 340 complete sets of questionnaires were analysed (161 from
first-year students, 123 from second-year and 56 from fourth-year students). First,
Pearson correlation coefficients among personality traits and ILT variables were
computed for the whole group in order to get a general picture of relational patterns.
Next, a series of regression analyses was conducted for the three groups of students
separately, using personality traits to predict the three ILT variables.

3.3 Results

3.3J Correlations between personality traits and ILT variables

Table 1 presents correlations between personality traits and the three ILT variables for
all participants. Results indicate that personality traits are most strongly related to self-
perceived social-communicative competence. Autonomy and emotional stability relate
positively to all tive aspects of self-perceived social-communicative competence.
Extraversion correlates positively with self-perceived competence in showing
empathy, opening a conversation, being assertive and grilling. Next, personality traits
and preferred learning situations go together, but less strongly than personality traits
and self-perceived competence do. The preference for formal learning situations
correlates positively with autonomy (r -.22), agreeableness, emotional stability (both
r-.16) and extraversion (r -.13). No relations were found between conscientiousness
and preferred learning situations.

Relatively few relations were found between personality traits and learning
conceptions and these relations also turned out to be weak. Personality does not relate
to either of the two domain-related reproductive learning conceptions. Extraversion,
agreeableness and conscientiousness are positively, although weakly, related to the
pragmatic learning conception (respectively r- .17; r-.14; r- .13 ). The
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constructivistic learning conception correlates positively with agreeableness and

autonomy (both r-.14). Only one significant, negative relation was found between
personality traits and ILT variables, viz. the relation between self-perceived
assertiveness and agreeableness.

Table 1: Correlations among personality traits and ILT variables (self-perceived
competencies, learning conceptions and preferred learning situations)
(N - 340; 161 first-year students, 123 second-year students and 56
fourth-year students)

AGREE CONSC EXTRA AUTO STAB

Self-perceived competencies

Structuring a conversation .03 .17~~ .06 .22~~ .18~~
Showing empathy .24`~ .07 .14` .17~`" .13~
Opening a conversation .03 -.03 .40~; .42Yrt .21 ~;
Being assertive -.13} .07 .27'~ .44f{ .31~~
Grilling .I 1 ~ .14~ .14}~ .26~~ .16"t

Learning conceptions

Constructivistic .14~ .OS .09 .14~ .07
Text-based reproductive -.OS -.Ol -.03 -.02 .07
Pragmatic .14~ .13i .17~~ .08 .09
Model-based reproductive -.O1 .08 -.04 -.08 .OS

Preferred learning situations

Formallearning .16~~ .09 .13~ .22~~ .16"
Informal learning -.03 -.04 .04 .11 x -.02
Role-play learning .14~ .02 .10 .10 .03
Learning from info. sources -.OS -.07 -.04 .12~ -.03
Learning during traineeships .10 -.06 .10 .20jr .OS

~`~ Correlation is significant at the .O1 level; ~ Correlation is significant at the .OS level

AGREE - Agreeableness; CONSC - Conscientiousness; EXTRA - Extraversion; AUTO -
Autonomy; STAB - Stability.
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3.3.2 Regression-analyses on ILT variables

Our second research question was about the prediction of ILT variables by personality
traits, and how the predictive value of personality traits possibly differs for different
study years. To examine this question regression analyses were performed for all
aspects of the .three ILT variables for the three groups of students separately. Table 2
shows the results.

The same pattern is found in all three groups: personality traits explain the major part
of the variance for self-perceived competence, while they explain the least variance for
domain-related learning conceptions. Most of the variance in self-perceived
competence is explained for the first-year students. The proportion of explained
variance is less for second-year students and the least in case of the fourth-year
students. Autonomy is the best predictor of self-perceived competence, for first and
second-year students. Fourth-year students' confidence about different aspects of their
social-communicative competence depends on agreeableness, extraversion, autonomy
and emotional stability. Conscientiousness seems to play no predictive role in self-
perceived social-communicative competence of fourth-year students. Confidence with
regard to `opening a conversation' and `being assertive' is predicted best by
personality traits for all three groups. Extraversion predicts opening a conversation
best, for second and fourth-year students. In case of the first-year students, `opening a
conversation' is best predicted by autonomy, but extraversion also plays a significant
role. Autonomy is the best predictor of `being assertive' for all three groups. In case of
the first-year students, agreeableness negatively predicts `being assertive'
((3- -35).

Personality explains small proportions of the variance in learning conceptions.
Extraversion explains part of the variance in the model-based reproductive learning
conception scores for the fourth-year students only.
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For first-year students, autonomy plays an important role in predicting the preferences
for four out of five learning situations (formal learning, role-play learning, learning
from information sources and learning during traineeships). Autonomy does not play a
role in predicting preferences for informal learning for first-year students. For second-
year students autonomy and emotional stability partly predict preferences for informal
learning. Personality explains most of the variance in preferred learning situations in
learning during traineeships, in case of the fourth-year students (adjusted RZ -.33).
Surprisingly, conscientiousness (negatively) accounts for a part of the variance in the
preferences for learning during traineeships ((3 --.52). Agreeableness and autonomy
also explain parts of the variance.

To summarize, results of the regression analyses indicate that personality traits
play a role in the prediction of self-perceived social-communicative competence. This
is especially true for first-year students. When comparing the year groups, personality
plays the dominant part in the prediction of preferred learning situations in the fourth
year. The amount of explained variance for learning conceptions is small.

3.4 Discussion and conclusions

3.4.1 Rela~rons beriveen personaliry and ILT variables

In our study all variables were measured by self-reports. Self-reporting is a good way
to measure personal vieu;c (Vermetten, Vermunt, 8c Lodewijks, 1999) and is a
common approach to assess personality traits and approaches to learning. Indeed, as
Matto and Realo (2001) have claimed: "self-concept clarity (...) can be reliably
captured by means of self-reports" (p.60). Our students completed the questionnaires
anonymously, which might have reduced or social desirability.

Metz et al. (1997) state that communication skills can be assessed reliably by
self-assessment. In our study self-perceived competence has been interpreted in the
perspective of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986) or self-true competence level. Indeed, as
Metz et al. (1997) claim, students themselves can judge their own (lack of)
competence best. This could explain why first-year students scored lower on these
scales than the older students. In further research this issue could be investigated
further by using test results as criterion variables.

Other limitations of this study include the use of a small group of fourth-year
students. In an earlier study (Bakx et al., submitted-b) we found that these three
student groups, in general, could be described as two groups: the younger students
(first-year) and the more mature students (second and fourth-year). Indeed, most
differences were found between the first-year students and the other two groups. Yet,
this issue remains open to further research.
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Our findings might be generalisable for all social work students in the
Netherlands. In our study most students were females ( over 90a~o). This is the same in

other social work institutes in the Netherlands, which could mean that our group of
students might be representative for all social work students.

In general we expected that conscientiousness, autonomy and especially extraversion
would be strongly related to self-perceived social-communicative competence,
learning conceptions and preferred learning situations for the acquisition of social-
communicative competence. Autonomy showed the strongest relations to the ILT
variables, but extraversion and agreeableness also played an important role. Emotional

stability was positively related to self-perceived competence but there was hardly any
relation to the two other ILT variables. Students who are emotionally stable can handle
stress more effectively than students who lack emotional stability (Caligiuri, 2000).
Emotional stability may partly refer to the absence of social uncertainty and thus may

be of some use in social communication and, consequently, produce some experience
of competence.

Autonomy refers to sensitivity, having a broad imagination and horizon (Peabody 8c
Goldberg, 1989). With regard to the acquisition of social-communicative competence
for one's future profession, this is especially important. It seems that students, who are
more autonomous, feel more confident about their competence. Vice versa, it is also
possible that students feel more confident about their competencies and are therefore
more open to new experiences. Autonomy and stability are probably basíc variables
for self-esteem, especially for situations in which personal skills play an important
role, as is the case in communicative situations. This explains the strong relations
between autonomy and stability on the one hand and all aspects of self-perceived
competence on the other.

Agreeableness and extraversion have overtones of sociability. Agreeableness
suggests a preference for being with people and has a connotation of being easy to get
along with. Expatriates who score high on agreeableness, have been found to adjust
better to new circumstances and different cultures than expatriates with lower scores
(Caligiuri, 2000). Extraversion is a combination of sociability and activity level
(Carver 8r Scheier, 1992). It is not surprising that both these personality traits relate to

the ILT variables, in the context of communication. Agreeableness goes closely
together with self-perceived competence in showing empathy, which is
understandable. Extraversion goes closely together with self-perceived competence in

opening a conversation and being assertive, which is not surprising either.
Of all five personality traits, only conscientiousness is weakly related to the

three ILT variables. Caligiuri (2000) found positive relations between
conscientiousness and supervisor-rated performance of expatriates. She found no

relations between conscientiousness and the (self-reported) desire to terminate an
expatriate assignment. Slaats et al. (1996) did not find any relation between

conscientiousness and learning styles in different disciplines of vocational education
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either. Probably, conscientiousness is educationally important in academic settings (De
Raad á Schouwenburg, 1996) because, for example, studying from extensive texts
plays an important role in academic education. However, in vocational education and
in the professional field studying from books plays a much smaller part in the
curriculum whereas much time is devoted to skills training. This could explain why
conscientiousness shows weak relations to the ILT variables in this particular context.

We found conscientiousness to be a negative predictor with regard to the
preference for learning during traineeships in case of fourth-year students.
Conscientious students are serious, responsible students with a will to achieve
(Peabody 8r. Goldberg, 1989; Snow et al., 1996). During traineeships self-regulation
(within the existing organisation and system) is very important (Van der Sanden 8t
Teurlings, in press). In contrast with traditional academic settings, however, it is not
possible to fully plan one's actions in advance. Learning during traineeships requests
students to deal with incidents and to react adequately to unplanned and often
conflicting events, which might cause trouble for conscientious students.

Next, we hypothesised that extraverted students would be more secure about their
social-communicative competence than introverted students. Indeed, we found that
extraverts are more secure about `showing empathy', `opening a conversation', `being
assertive' and `grilling' than introverts. Matto and Realo (2001) also found self-
concept clarity and assertiveness to be related.

It appears that autonomy and stability are most strongly related to all aspects of
self-perceived competence. Duffy et al. (2000) found that students with low self-
esteem are uncertain about the appropriateness of their actions and thoughts and rely
on social cues to guide them; they are more susceptible to negative feedback and when
severely criticised, they withdraw. This is in line with our tíndings regarding the
relation between emotional stability and self-perceived competence. Snow et aL (] 996)
stated that "beliefs about self in relation to different educational learning, teaching and
assessment situations, and also the perception of such situations through this lens, may
even mediate the relations between personality and perfonnance" (p.292). This could
mean that self-perceived competence plays a more direct role in perfonnance than
personality traits.

It was expected that introverts would prefer fonnal learning and learning from
information sources whereas extraverts would favour informal learning, role-play
learning and learning during traineeships. This was only partly true: extraverted first-
year students preferred role-play learning but they also favoured formal learning. ln
each of the three groups we found the same , unexpected, relation between formal
learning preferences and extraversion. However, we did not find introverted students
to favour learning from infonnation sources. Jackson and Lawty-Jones (1996) found
strong relations between extraversion and active learning. As recent refonns in Dutch
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higher education emphasize active learning, students may experience formal learning

in vocational education as a form of active learning.
In academic settings general reproductive learning conceptions often go

together with agreeableness and conscientiousness; however, a different situation

emerged with regard to the acquisition of social-communicative competence. No
relations were found among agreeableness, conscientiousness and the reproductive

learning conceptions. Indeed, autonomy went together with the constructivistic

learning conception, as expected. Learning from a reproductive perspective can help

students gain satisfying study results in academic settings. However, in the field of
communication, learning by memorising without much personal input or learning by

imitating is not sufficient to develop one's competencies. To acquire social
communicative-competence it is considered best to practise, try out, receive feedback

and think critically and reflectively. Students with high scores on agreeableness and

conscientiousness probably want to gain good study results, which with regard to

social-communicative competence cannot be done when learning from a reproductive
perspective on learning. Because of the unpredictability of situations and events in

communication contexts, reproduction might even hinder the learning progress. The

tíndíngs in an academic setting, with a more theoretical focus on learning do not seem

to be transferable to the domain of acquiring social-communicative competence in

higher vocational education.

3.4.2 Predicting ILT variables by personality traits for different study years

Personality traits predict students' self-perceived social communicative competence.

This is especially true for the first-year social work students. Autonomy plays the most

important role in this respect, especially for `opening a conversation' and `being
assertive'. Extraversion has some predictive value for `opening a conversation', while

autonomy is a good predictor for `being assertive'. However, the amount of explained

variance in `structuring a conversation', `showing empathy' and 'grilling' is rather

small. Everyone learns how to communicate, regardless of one's education (Atkinson,

Atkinson, Smith, Bem, 8r. Hilgard, ] 990; Shaffer, 1989). However, the process of

acquiring social-communicative competence can be accelerated by training (Canale 8z

Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972; Swain, 1985). This might explain why self-perceived

social-communicative competence is predicted better by personality traits for first-year

students than for second and fourth-year students. Contrary to the more experienced

students, who have been involved in communication training and instruction, the first-

year students base their self-perceived social-communicative competence on the view

they have on their habitual ways of interacting with others. These everyday

interactions serve as first-year students' primary frames of reference, because these

students have not been trained in communication before they start their social work

education. The first-year students need at least some educational experience to
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appreciate their social-communicative competence from a more professional
perspective. They adapt their views on social-communicative competence rather
quickly. In this respect Chapman and his colleagues (2000) found that reading
difficulties were reflected very quickly in specific self-concepts with regard to reading.
Personality traits are much less related to self-perceived social communicative
competence for second-year and fourth-year students. Formal education turns out to
have a direct influence on self-perceived social-communicative competence. Other
variables, such as former attainment (Summerfield 8t Youngman, 1999) and informal
learning might explain additional variance in this respect.

Part of the first-year students' preferences for learning situations could be explained by
the students' personality traits, especially autonomy. The personality traits of the
fourth-year students predicted more clearly which leaming situations were favoured.
First-year students' personalities are still in a stage of development (Bakx, Van der
Sanden, Sijtsma, Croon, 8c Vermetten, submitted-a). When starting their education,
everything is new to them; they lack experience with the higher educational system,
and the type of communication, which is common in professional settings. Fourth-year
students have gained from experience which learning situations can be beneficial. In
the fourth year, students have reached the final stage of their education and are on their
way to their future profession. Traineeships have contributed to the broadening of their
horizons. Compared to first-year students, fourth-year students are a more
homogeneous group because of selective dropout in the previous years. It is possible
that this diversity among the first-year students, the new learning situations and their
developing personalities explain why personality traits do not yet predict favoured
learning situations as well as in the case of fourth-year students.

Personality traits and learning conceptions do not strongly go together
compared to the other two ILT variables. Our conclusion is that personality is strongly
related to two of the three ILT variables (self-perceived competence and favoured
leaming situations) for social work students. Studies on personality and ILT variables
within other disciplines would lead to increased insight into the role personality plays
with regard to ILT's. This could be of help in improving vocational education by
taking into account the link between personality traits and ILT variables in the design
of learning environments. The use of results of personality questionnaires and ILT-
research in helping students to take their own personality profile into account when
learning how to communicate, could be worthwhile in this respect.
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Chapter 4

Development and evaluation of a student-centred multimedia self-assessment
instrument for social-communicative competence3

Communication plays an important role in many professional contexts. This is
especially true for students in the field of social work. The aim of this study was to
develop formative, self-regulated multimedia assessment of social-communicative

competencies for social work students. First, a pilot study was conducted to gain
insight into the students' specific characteristics. This insight was used to design
guidelines for the development of assessment instruments in order to tune these to the
perceptions, instructional preferences, and personalities of the students.

Based on these guidelines, a first version of a multimedia test was developed. A
quality expert meeting was organised to gain insight into expert judgements on the
quality of the test and to obtain indications for improvement of the assessment. A

second version of the test was constructed and put on the Internet. Nearly 400 students
participated in the assessment and expressed their opinions on this new way of
communication assessment.

We found it was possible to test social-communicative competence by means of
multímedia, with the help of digital video. The use of Internet makes assessments
available at any time to fit curriculum needs and also resolves time and space

constraints. Our conclusion was that the multimedia test is reasonably valid. All
students reported having liked the multimedia assessment.

; Bakx, .4. W.E.A.. Sijtsma. K. Rc ~'an dcr Sanden, J.M.M. (submitted). Development and evaluation of a student-ccntred

multimcdia sclf-assessment in,trument for social-communicative competence.
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4.1 Introduction

In numerous professions social-communication competence is cnicial to work
effectively. This is especially true for client-centred professionals, such as
psychologists, general practitioners, and social workers (Holsbrink-Engels, 1998j.
Therefore, an important purpose of higher social work education is to guide students to
acquire this social-communicative competence. Training and assessment of social-
communicative competence are important, but also time-consuming and expensive
(Smit R. Van der Molen, 1996). As a consequence, assessment of social-
communicative competence is brought back to a minimum and is predominantly
summative. The fact that assessment is done at the end of a semester encourages
students to postpone the learning until close to the examination (Tait, 1998).
Therefore, more regular and diagnostic assessment is required.

A desirable strategy for assessing social-communicative competence is by
direct observation in the natural environment which, however, may prove to be
impractical or impossible. Therefore, a wide variety of paper-and-pencil tests, self-
report inventories, in vivo observation of staged or simulated natural interactions, and
role-play tests have been developed (Bellack, 1979). These forms of assessment all
need teachers' guidance, organisation or feedback. However, crowded classrooms and
limited instruction time make other ways of formative assessment necessary (Erwin 8t
Rieppe, 1999; [ssenberg, et al., 1999; Kieley, 1996), so that the teachers' contact time
with students can be deployed as effectively as possible (Hammond, McKendree, óc
Scott, 1996).

One of the aims of higher education is to make learners more self-reliant
(Sadler-Smith 8c Riding, 1999); formative self-regulated assessment of social-
communicative competence, that makes the individual student shoulder the learning,
can help in achieving this goaL Computer-based simulations can provide efficient,
effective, and highly motivational instruction and assessment that can readily serve the
need for individualisation and self-regulated learning (Reigeluth 8z Schwartz, 1989). In
this article, we describe the development of formative, self-regulated multimedia
assessment of social-communicative competencies for social work students. We first
present background information on multimedia and learning.

4.1.1 Educationu! multimedru

Computer-based multimedia plays an increasingly important role in skills training.
Erwin and Rieppe (1999) discuss that a multimedia classroom provides an active
teaching environment, because it entails to use a range of instructional media and tends
to produce more effective methods for skill and knowledge transfer than the
traditional, lecture style approaches. Students use computer-based learning material
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quite effectively (Tait, 1998). Erwin and Rieppi (1999) compared the effectiveness of

traditional classes and multimedia classes and concluded that students perform better

in the multimedia classrooms, while Parlangeli, Marchigiani, and Bagnara (1999)

found no differences in the performance between students in traditional classes and

multimedia classes. Nevertheless, multimedia learning is a trend. One reason for this

trend is the belief that multimedia products help people to improve their learning.

There is good empirical support to maintain that multimedia systems are functional for

learning processes (Parlangeli et al., 1999). Multimedia can create a learning-by-doing

opportunity in a low risk environment, in which it is safe to fail (Kass, Burke, Blevis,

ót Williamson, 1992). Multimedia using video can enhance the transfer of learning by

means of contexts, which approximate the real world setting in certain important ways

(Reigeluth 8c Schwartz, 1989). The focus of educational multimedia has often been on

developing critical thinking, problem solving, and reasoning skills (Hammond,

McKendree, ó~, Scott, 1996; Hannafin 8c Land, 1997). Little is known about acquiring

social-communicative competence by multimedia and even less is known about

multimedia assessment of social-communicative competence.

4.1.2 .~lultimedia assessment of social-communicatrve competence

The advent of videotape technology introduced new possibilities to assess social-

communicative competence. Video provides a means of portraying social situations in

a comprehensive, standardised, and economical manner (Stricker, 1982). Video

conveys more information than print or any other communication medium. Non-verbal

cues such as gestures, smiles, and eye contact, and also intonation, voice volume,

speech content and posture are important aspects of communication (Bellack, 1979),

which can be shown and assessed by the use of video. Multimedia assessment of

social-communicative competence using video fragments of professional dialogues

can be educational as well as motivating.
However, individuals differ in terms of their instructional preferences (Sadler-

Smith 8r. Riding, 1999). An awareness of factors that affect learners' preconceptions of

educational multimedia can assist instructional designers in creating more effective

products (Cennamo, 1993). Goldman, Zech, Biswas, Noser, and Vanderbilt (1999)

stated that for designing educational multimedia that will optimise learner and

computer resources, in depth understanding of the domain and students' thinking in

that domain is needed. Our social work students rarely used computers for educational

purposes. Therefore, we needed gaining insight into the group of students who would

be the future users of the assessments. In this way we hoped to be able to match

characteristics of the students and characteristics of the multimedia assessment.

The purpose of our study was to construct a valid, formative self-regulated form

of assessment of communication, which would be especially suited for social work
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students. The assessment should be independent of place and time, and should support
active learning and encourage students to study.

Our research questions were fourfold. First, we wanted to know in which ways
social-communicative competence could be assessed by multimedia. Second, we
wanted to gain insight into the ways of optimal tuning ofmultimedia assessment to
characteristics (perceptions, misconceptions, instructional preferences, and
personality) of social work students. Third, we were interested in the validity and
reliability of multimedia assessment of social-communicative competence. Finally, we
wanted to know how students look upon this new method of assessment.

4.2 Pilot studv

We conducted a pilot study to gain insight into the students' specific characteristics,
needed to design guidelines for the development of an assessment instnament tuned to
the perceptions, instructional preferences, and personality of the students. In this way,
assessment could be developed from a student-centred perspective, reflecting a more
user-centred view on the nature ofcompetence and the role of the learner (Hannafin 8r
Land, 1997). We asked students to express their ideas about `social workers who are
social-communicatively competent', students' learning conceptions, learning activities
to be preferred for acquiríng social-communicative competence, and students'
personality traits.

4.3 Method

4.3.1 Sample

Students from a university of professional education in the Netherlands participated in
this study. The sample consisted of 146 full-time first-year social work students: 920~0
were women (N - 134) and 80~o were men (N - 12). This ratio of females and males is
representative for the education of social workers in the Netherlands. The average age
was 18.5 years.

4.3.2 Materials

The questionnaire contained four parts. The first part was about students' views on
social-communicatively competent social workers. Following Haas and Arnolds'
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(1995) method, students were asked three open-ended questions: "Which personal
characteristics are typical for a social-communicative social worker, and which

characteristics are not?", "What kind of behaviour is typical for a communicative
competent social worker and which behaviour is not?" and "What physical appearance
is typical for social-communicatively competent social workers and what physical

appearance is not?". For each question eight lines were provided for answers.

The second part of the questionnaire assessed learning conceptions referring to

the acquisition of social-communicative competence. For this purpose, a list of 20
items was constructed. This list measured four categories of learning conceptions: an

observational learning conception (Bandura, 1986, 1989), a practical learning

conception (e.g., learning during traineeships), a constructivistic learning conception,

and a reproductive learning conception (Slaats, Lodewijks, 8r. Van der Sanden, 1999;
Vermunt, 1996). Students responded to each item using a 5-point Likert scale running

from (1) `I don't agree at all' to (5) `I strongly agree'.
The third part of the questionnaire was one open-ended question about learning

activities. We asked the students: "Which learning activities, do you think, are

important to develop social-communicative competence?". Eight lines were provided

for answers.
The last part measured personality traits. The Berkeley Personality Profile

(Psychologie, 1984) was used. This questionnaire was based on the Big Five

personality traits and consisted of 35 statements. Students indicated on a 5-point Likert
scale to what extent the statement was descriptive of his or her own personality.

4.3.3 Procedure

In the first school week of 1998 all first-year social work students completed the
questionnaire during a lecture. First, a brief set of directions was read out. The students

were told that their information would be used for the development of multimedia tests

on communication. Next, the students received the questionnaire and were assured of
the confidentiality of their answers. They completed the questionnaire anonymously.

4.3.4 Data analysis

The responses to the open-ended questions were analysed by two researchers. All

answers were categorised. Next, a principal component analysis was conducted,

followed by varimax rotation, to determine the underlying structure of the part of the

questionnaire on learning conceptions. Reliability analyses were used for scale
construction.
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4.4 Results

4.4.1 Views stndents hold on social-communicatively competent social workers

Results indicated that first-year students had traditional ideas about competent social
workers. According to the students a social worker should be interested, open-minded,
and friendly. Social-communicatively competent social workers listen actively, nod
frequently, ask questions, and summarise continuously. The appearance of competent
social workers is clean, healthy, and trim. The main conclusion is that first-year social
work students, when they started their education, had stereotype views on
communication in their future profession. They had no differentiated view of
communication abilities of social workers.

4.4.2 Learning conceptions

Based on the screeplot and on eigenvalues (~ I), two factors could be discerned which
represent two domain-related learning conceptions: an observational, constructivistic
learning conception and a reproductive learning conception. For each factor, items
were selected with factor loadings of .4 or higher on that factor, and a factor score
below .4 on the other factor. The observational, constructivistic learning conception
refers to leaming by observing professionals and, for example, attending lectures and
integrating new information with already existing information. The reproductive
learning conceptions refer to remembering everything without giving it any further
thoughts and memorising facts. Cronbach's alpha of the total score on the
observational, constructivistic learning conception was .72 and the alpha of the
reproductive learning conception was .70. T-tests of students showed that students
favoured observational, constructivistic learning (t --3.61; p ~.001).

4.4.3 Learning activities

Students were asked to report learning activities they thought were important to
acquire social-communicative competence. Actions mentioned most frequently were
role-play learning, reading, attending lectures, and observing communicative
situations. Not one student mentioned learning by computer or multimedia. This was
surprising, because the students were told that this questionnaire was to be used to
develop multimedia tests.
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4.4.4 Personalitv characteristics

The results of the personality questionnaire indicated that the first-year students scored
high on extraversion and low on emotional stability. Cronbach's alpha of the Big Five

personality scales varied from .48 to .89 (extraversion: a-.73; agreeableness: a- .48;

conscientiousness: a-.59; emotional stability: a-.81; autonomy: a-.61).

4.5 Use of results

Based on these results and on theoretical considerations, guidelines were formulated

for the development of the multimedia tests. The students had reported an
undifferentiated, stereotypical view of social workers as being competent in
communication, and they favoured observational, constructivistic learning. Therefore,

we decided to use video fragments of social workers communicating in professional
contexts. Students could observe professional communicative behaviour in authentic
settings, which enables easy transfer to practical situations (Van der Zee, Lang, 8c

Adema, 1997). Different authentic contexts (Brown, Collins, 8c Duguid, 1989;
Reigeluth 8z Schwartz, 1989), different kinds of professional situations (Eisler, 1976;
Hannafin Bz Land, 1997), and positive and negative role models (Baldwin, 1992) were
offered to establish a more differentiated view of communication in the field of social
work. In this way, students can be made aware of different kinds of situations asking
for different types of behaviour and professional reactions.

Next, the students reported preferences for role-playing, observing, reading and

attending lectures. The students did not only report to favour skill training, such as
role-play learning, but they also preferred theoretical learning, such as reading about

communication models and attending lectures about communication principles.
Because of these preferences it was decided that skills and knowledge should be
measured in the assessment.

Questions of the following kind were used: `What kind of a question should you
ask at this moment?', `What is a correct professional response?' (skills) and `What is
non-verbal behaviour?' (knowledge). A feedback module was developed to inform

students about communication in general and their actions in the communication-test
in particular (Parlangeli et al., 1999; Reigeluth 8t Schwartz, 1989; Schuwirth, 1998;

Swaak, 1998). Content material was included in this feedback module.
An extensive feedback-module was developed (Gordijn, 1998). A student

should be able to see if his or her answer was correct or incorrect, what would be the

best option in that particular situation and why this was the best option. The

multimedia assessment was technically simple and easy to work with (following the

ideas of Cennamo, 1993, 1994; Parlangeli et al., 1999). Workshops and guidance

seemed necessary to implement this kind of assessment successfully.
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Social work students appeared to be extravert. That is why we decided that the
students should be actively involved in the assessment, for example, by providing
open-ended questions and asking students to reflect on the presented communicative
situations and the way they would behave in similar situations (Holsbrink-Engels,
1997a; 1997b). Table 1 presents an overview of the guidelines we used to develop the
multimedia assessment. The guidelines were categorised, based on different stages of
the developmental process.

Table 1: Guidelines to Develop of Multimedia Assessment for Communication

Tune to the characteristics of the users
- match between characteristics of the assessment materials and the students (Cennamo, 1992)
- students' memory load should be minimised (Parlangeli, Marchigiani, 8c Bagnara, 1999)
- students should feel in control of the system (Parlangeli et al., 1999; Merrill, 1980)
- computer must respond to students' actions in a way that reflects that situation (Reigeluth 8t

Schwartz, 1989)

Design process
- design is an iterative process which involves evaluation and redesign phases (Rouet 8c

Passerault, 1999)
- all tests must be monitored by quality control mechanisms (Schuwirth, 1998 )
- prevent errors (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- thoroughly test the software (technical and content) (Hara, Bonk, 8r Angeli, 2000)
- allow the lecturer to edit, add to or resequence the materials (Hammond et al., 1996)

Use of video: content
- use of concrete exampleslscenes (Hammond, McKendree, 8c Scott, 1996)
- created scenes as vividly as possible (Eisler, 1976)
- provide a real life context (Brown, Collins, 8c Duguid, 1989; Hannafin 8r Land, 1997;

Hammond et al., 1996; Reigeluth 8r Schwartz, 1989)
- use critical elements of the communication process (Hannafin 8r Land, 1997)
- make the content central, not the computer system (Cennamo, 1994)
- reduce complexity
- use simple and natural dialogue (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- use the user's language (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- be consistent (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- use a variety ofscenes~ representations (Eisler, 1976; Baldwin, 1992; Hannafin 8c Land,

1997)
- use a combination ofpositive and negative role-models (Baldwin, 1992)
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Use of video: system
- use related cuts in video segments (Cennamo, 1993)
- use a high degree ofcorrespondence between auditory and visual information (Cennamo,

1993)

Multimedia assessment system
- use a simple interfàce and a simple navigation system
- provide clearly marked exits (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- prevent errors (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- allow action reversal (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- provide appropriate guidance (Hammond et al., 1996)
- direct the learners to learn and inform them of the learning objectives (Cennamo, 1994)
- provide feedback (Parlangeli et al., 1999; Swaak, 1998; Schuwirth, 1998)
- use guiding questions to use while attending to the program (Cennamo, 1994)

Item construction
- use simple and natural dialogue (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- items must be comprehensive (Schuwirth, 1998)
- use the user's language (Parlangeli et al., 1999)
- break down long arguments in statements (Tait, 1998)
- avoid justifications and periphrastic and discursive styles (Tait, 1998)
- write items in the second person singular (Hendriks, Hofstee, 8r De Raad, 1999)
- exclude negotiations (Hendriks et al., 1999)
- avoid formulations that are conspiratorial in one way or another (Hendriks et al., 1999)
- ban dispositional terms, particularly trait-descriptive adjectives and nouns (Hendriks et al.,

1999)

4.6 Developing assessment of social-communicative competence

Ten multimedia tests were developed. The first two tests were on basic communication
skills, four tests were on bad news dialogues, two tests were on advising clients and
the last two tests were about counselling. First, one multimedia test on basic
communication skills was developed. This first version of this test was tried out and
optimised, and then the nine other tests were developed. Developing the tests was seen
as an iterative process, which involved evaluation and redesign (Rouet 8L Passerault,
1999).

A team of two communication experts and two assessment experts were
responsible for the development of the assessment instruments. First, a script of one
professional dialogue in an authentic context was written. Semi-professional actors
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played the script, which was recorded on video. The taped dialogue lasted 12.5
minutes and contained all conversational stages (opening, message, and closure).
Communication experts divided the dialogue into twenty fragments. These fragments
were used to develop test items. Because of the story line all fragments had to be
viewed in a fixed sequence of related cuts (Cennamo, 1993).

The first version of the tírst test consisted of 58 questions (multiple-choice
questions, multiple-response questions, open-ended questions and questions involving
the ranking of alternatives). An assessment tool for Internet was used for the
programming ofthe tests. Students could surf to the assessment page and open the
tests. The assessment was developed in the native language of the students, which is
Dutch. When the assessment started, the system displayed an instruction, mentioning
that the assessment was designed to be educational and that the students are supposed
to learn from the assessment (Cennamo, I993). The students were told that they were
going to observe a professional dialogue. Figure 1 presents this opening page
(translated version).

Fie Jà4t Y Fyadiez jopl: tjeb

`r - ~ J ~ ~ ~ ~ -J ~ 3
Back SWp Refiroh Hqne Seerch Fawries Htny Md NiN

A4á~s ~rrtoiiarroolmvsnlnoe:ry,'sess~r~dw

~
~f'on tys

Basic communication skills: Hans
General instruction

Welcome to the multimedia test on basic communication skills!
Imaaine
Vou are the personnel wunsellor. Mr Beeks Mrs Arnolds is consulting you. Imaglne you are Mr Beeks
and you have to deal vnth this vtuation.

The questions in the test are adtlressed to yoo. thal is why we refer to'you'. iusl like now. In some
cases you have to ezpress your own opinion. You shoultl rype Mis. You ran print your answers and
lake Ihese with you to dass.

Some of the quesfions might not be exaclly like situatlons you were taught about in rJass

However, this test is on basic wmmunication skills. which can be applied in many diflerent
prolessional conteds

We hope you enjoy this test and that you may learn a lot from it!

~ InEemiel
-J

Figure 1: (Translated) opening page with instruction and educational message

Next, the system displayed two introduction pages. The two characters in the
assessment were now introduced. The students were asked to take the role of the social
worker on the tape and pretend to be Mr Beeks (see Figure 2). After this introduction,
the assessment started. The student could watch a video fragment by clicking the view
button. Each fragment could be watched as many times as required. Each page
contained one question (for an example, see Figure 3 ) . The student read the questions,

0

~ ~.GO KoppeYrqan T-]CherrelGude n

78



watched the video, and answered the question. Action reversal was allowed. When the
student was certain about his answer, he clicked the feedback button and immediately
received extensive fecdback.

~ eamWw.4.r..ái~aaerc tiaw..asi. z- Yidomlt uito.t Hr1EM1
fm Ee~ yKw Fg.m~ Ioolr tleb

`r . J ~ í' 1 ~.. iR
Back Stcp Rd~eah Home ~ Sedch

~eyr ~ r~u ~~a.xrbo loruv- nll~cwsmgi,.smr. di

J .~ -S - ~
FavaAes Hlslay Md Fvu

~ ~Go Koppelrgn Y-jCha.rdG~ide ~

z, oanc

Name
Mrs Arnolds
Job
Secretary in a large real estate office
Situation
She has been a widow for eight months, now. Her
husband had óeen ill for two years. She has Ihree
children (15. 13 and 10 years old).
Problem
She cannot sleep and has problems concentrating,
and suffers from stomachache. She feels stressed
and has problems with her work.
Action
She went to her GP: he could not find any physical
disorder. He sent Mrs Arnolds ta the personnel
counsellor of her company.

Figure 2: (Translated) introduction page ofthe main characters in the
assessment

~e E~ ye.. v~.o~te. Iod. neb

.'r . ~ ~ ~
Bad . Seop Rdrash Xome

tipdien !-] mio!inu~rbc rmws .~i.,c~s~'sesva.. ~f

ál :I .~ -5- ~
Smch Fawies Hisidy Md Pi.v

~ ~.Go Kappeign C~LhardGWe r

Basic communication skills: Hans
Phase 1, question 7 out of 48

What is your opinion on the location and the setting, which were
chosen for this dialogue?
Explain your answer m tletaJ wiln af least Mree argumenfs

Phaae 1: iragmeM 7 ~

J

J

Figure 3: (Translated) typical open-ended question page with video (view button)
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l~bett ~] NIpl1óirbolmlYSrLlMSnqlmun.dl ~. Go Koppe4fgen C-]Cibrr~elGude

~Fontys

Basic communication skills: Hans
Phase 1, question 8 out of 48

Mr Beeks says, about the sugar and the milk: "It is over there,
take it if you want". This implies...
(Two conect answers)

Phase 1: fragment 2 ~

f- an informal atLtude
r creating a wnfitlenlial relationship

respectforyourconversatlonalpartner
r an impOlite anitude
r

~ :"'""T..-"~

~ IHnrnl

J

Figure 4: (Translated) typical multiple choice question page with video (view
button)

4.6.1 Quality expert meeting

The first version of the first test did not contain any feedback. First, we wanted to
develop the final version of the questions for the first test. After that, the feedback
module could be constructed. According to Schuwirth (1998), all tests should be
monitored by quality control mechanisms. It is an important condition for quality of
assessment that experts agree on the effectiveness of the questions and the answers
(Van der Maesen, Westen, 8z De Veer, 1999). Content relevance and representiveness
of assessment tasks can be appraised by expert professional judgement (Messick,
1995). A quality expert meeting was organised to gain insight into expert judgements
on the quality of the test and to collect information to improve the assessment.

Thirty-one experts judged the quality of the first multimedia test. This group of
experts consisted of 18 communication experts and 13 research experts. They used a
printed version of the test and a videotape of the fragments. First, they judged the
quality of the questions individually on a 5-point Likert scale running from (1) `This
question has a very bad quality' to (5) `This question has a very good quality'. The
questions were presented separately without the possible answers (in case of multiple-
choice and multiple-response questions). Next, the questions and the answers were
presented and the experts judged the quality of the answers on a 5-point Likert scale.
The experts were asked to write down their suggestions and comments on the printed
version of~the test.
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The quantitative data were used to investigate the quality of the questions and
the answers. All suggestions and comments were analysed by the team of four experts.
These data were used to adapt the test and develop a second version. This resulted in
44 adapted questions, two new questions, deletion of eight answers, addition of three
answers, and the change of six keys (from incorrect answers to correct answers and
vice versa). Most adaptations in questions and answers were textual.

4.6.2 Testing the assessment

The second version of the test was put on the Internet and tested technically. When all
the computers had been tested, the students were invited to test the new assessment
and to express their opinions about this way of communication assessment.

4.7 Method

4.7.1 Sample

Participants in this study were 397 full-time social work students: 176 first-year
students, 147 second-year students and 73 fourth-year students. The first-year and
second-year students participated obligatorily as part of their 1999~2000 cun-iculum.
As a result, the response rate for first-year and second-year students was near 1000~0.
The fourth-year students volunteered to participate via wall-posters and invitations in
the study-guide. The response rate of the fourth-year students was 190~0. Nine percent
of all participants were men and ninety-three percent were women. The average age of
the total sample was 19.2 years.

4.7.2 Design

The study was set up according to a cross-sectional design. Part of the design was a
repeated measurement design: the first-year students had to complete the multimedia
assessment at the entrance of their study and again after having attended classes for
half a year. Because of organisational circumstances the second-year and fourth-year
students were not able to complete the assessment twice.
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4.7.3 Materials

Multimedia computers with Internet facilities were available for every individual
student. The first page of the multimedia assessment could be worked on at once.
Multimedia headsets were used for better concentration. The students could keep these
headsets as a gift.

For evaluating the new assessment method, a paper-and-pencil questionnaire
with five questions was used. First, students were asked how long they had worked on
the assessment. Next, they were asked whether they liked the multimedia assessment,
whether they thought this kind of assessment could be useful to learn how to
communicate, and whether they thought this kind of assessment could be used as a
form of summative testing; 5-point Likert scales were used for answering. The last
question was about a general judgement of the test ranging from extremely bad (1) to
extremely good (10). Gaps were provided to comment on each given answer.

At the end of the first semester, all students had to complete their regular
assessments: first-year students completed a communication role-play test (and the
multimedia test), second-year students completed a test on family intervention skills
and fourth-year students completed a test on group communication skills. Students'
grades on these communication assessments were collected from institutional files.

4.7.4 Procedure

In the first weeks of their study students completed the multimedia assessment and the
questionnaire. In all groups a brief set of directions was read out. Next, the students

started the multimedia assessment. After completion they received the questionnaire.
The students completed the assessment and the questionnaires in their own pace. They
did not receive any feedback. Students' grades on other communication assessments
were collected from institutional files to investigate relationships between assessment
scores on the multimedia test and scores on traditional tests.

4.7.5 Data analyses

All analyses were performed on the data from the group of students whose assessment
data could be retrieved from the database. In total 340 complete sets of data were

analysed (161 from first-year students, 123 from second-year students, and 56 from
fourth-year students). To determine the validity of the multimedia assessment, two
analyses had been conducted. First, analyses of variance (ANOVA's) and post-hoc
comparisons of ineans ( Scheffé tests) were performed on the assessment scores of the
three groups to investigate the discriminant power of the multimedia assessment.
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Next, relationships between assessment scores and scores on other
communication tests were investigated by means of product-moment correlation

coefficients. The scores on the evaluation questionnaire were compared between the

three groups by means of ANOVA's and post-hoc comparisons of ineans.
Finally, a principal component analysis was conducted on a tetrachorical

con elation matrix, to investigate possible multidimensionality of the assessment. The

correlation was computed between the first multimedia test and the second multimedia

test for the first-year students to investigate the stability (test-retest reliability) of the

assessment.

4.8 Results

4.8.1 Assessment

One-way ANOVA's indicated significant differences between students'of different

academic years concerning scores on the assessment (F - 25.34; p ~.001). Post hoc
comparisons (Scheffé) showed that first-year students scored significantly lower than

the other two groups. There were no significant differences between assessment scores

of second-year students and fourth-year students.

Table 2: Correlations among Scores on the Multimedia Assessment and Scores

on Other Communication Tests

Multimedia assessment 1

Sttrdy-year First-year Second-year Fourth-vear

..
Communicative role-play test .30
Multimedia assessment 2 .23rtM
Family intervention skills --
Group communication skills --

.04

~~ Correlation is significant at the .O1 level; ~ Correlation is significant at the .OS level.

.33"

Correlation coefficients were computed between the multimedia assessment and other

tests on communication. The results are presented in Table 2. Results indicated that

scores on a communication role-play test for first-year students related in a

significantly positive way to scores on the multimedia assessment. Scores on a test on
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group communication skills for fourth-year students were also positively related with
the scores on the multimedia assessment. Test results on family intervention skills for
second-year students did not relate to scores on [he multimedia assessment.

4.8.2 Reliahilih~ of the assessment

Principal component analysis on a tetrachorical correlation matrix resulted into two
components (eigenvalues ~ 1.0), which were rotated to simple structure by means of
varimax rotation. For each factor, items were selected with factor loadings of .4 or
higher on that factor. The first factor referred to questions about skills and the second
factor referred to knowledge based questions. Cronbach's alpha for the first factor
(item scores with loadings of .4 or higher) was .48 and for the second factor alpha was
.38. Cronbach's alpha for the test as a whole was .56.

The correlation between the multimedia assessment test scores at the beginning
of the academic year and half a year later was .23 (p ~.001). A t-test showed that first-
year students performed significantly better on the second assessment than on the first
assessment (t - 3.82; p ~ .001).

4.8.3 Student evaluation

Results indicated that all students worked on the assessment for approximately one
hour and a half. All students evaluated the multimedia assessment on communication
as being rather positive, especially the fourth-year students. These students were
significantly more positive about the new method of assessment than the other two
groups.

All students reported that the assessment could be useful for learning; the
groups did not differ in this respect (Table 3). Fourth-year students reported that the
assessment would be adequate as a form of summative assessment. First-year and
second-year students were significantly less positive about summative multimedia
assessment of social-communicative competence. All students judged the new
assessment as sufficient; the fourth-year students were again signiticantly more
positive than the other students.

Students also had the possibility to comment on the multimedia assessment. The
statements given most frequently were: "I've leamed to observe a conversation; this is
very valuable", "My concentration at work has increased because of this method", "I
compare my own behaviour with the role-model's behaviour", "I don't like working
with computers, so I like this neither", and "I prefer real-life situations". Most
comments were positive.
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Table 3: Analysis of Variance concerning the Evaluation of the Multimedia
Assessment

Mean F

Study year First-year Second-year Fourth-year

Time spend on assessment ( minutes) 90 85 92 2.08

Like assessment 3.6 3.6 4.1 9.86'k~

Useful for learning 3.4 3.6 3.6 1.43

Summative test 3.2 3.5 4.0 12.39t~4

Judgement 6.7 6.9 7.4 11.13k~M

'p~.05;"p~.01;"'p~.001

4.9 Discussion and conclusion

4.9.1 Validation ofmultimedia assessment

The reliability and validity of most social competence assessment procedures are
uncertain (Bellack, 1979). Assessment should be an independent measure of

competence that may contribute to the prediction of a student's behaviour in different

related situations (Schlundt 8c McFall, 1985). Experts were asked to judge the validity

of the assessment. Face validity was sufficient, but the experts also had many

suggestions to improve the assessment. The result was an adaptation of the first
version of the assessment.

We determined the stability and validity (Schuwirth, 1998) of the second

version of the test by investigating if performance on assessments increases with

increased expertise. First-year students completed the assessment twice, and

performed significantly better on the second assessment. The correlation between the

two test results was rather low. This may be explained by the fact that the first-year

students made their first test in the first academic week, when they had not received

any training at all, and they completed the same test again after one semester of

training. This increased level of competence, personality development and student

dropout during the first semester (Bakx, Van der Sanden, 8z Vermetten, in press) could

possibly explain the low correlation.
Another indicator of validity is the degree to which differences between

students from different academic years are found (Smit 8r van der Molen, 1996). First-

year students performed signitícantly worse on the test than mature students. This
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implies that the assessment is valid. We related scores on other assessments of social-
communicative competence to scores on the multimedia assessment. Scores on two out
of three tests related significantly positive to scores on the multimedia assessment,
while scores on a test on family intervention skills did not. A possible explanation of
this result is that family intervention skills are a mixture of communication skills and
methodical skills. The content of the other two tests was more comparable to the
content of the multimedia assessment than the content of the family intervention skills
test.

Our conclusion is that this first multimedia test seems valid. It is possible that
the test does not only measure social-communicative competence, but also other
psychological skills and abilities. The reliability should be improved. This should be
investigated in future research.

4.9.2 Tuning tofuture users and students' attrtudes towards multimedia assessment

The pilot study resulted in a useful set of guidelines to develop multimedia assessment
for our group of students. The students reported to like the multimedia assessment,
even though they did not receive feedback. Approximately halfof the students
indicated that they would have appreciated more feedback. The fourth-year students
were most positive about assessment with feedback. They reported that this kind of
assessment could be used very well as summative assessment in the future. First-year
and second-year students did not agree with the fourth-year students. A possible
explanation for the more positive attitudes towards multimedia assessment is that the
fourth-year students had more practical communication experience, since they had
already `worked' in a professional organisation during their traineeships. Another
possible explanation for the more positive attitude of fourth-year students is that they
signed up to participate in the study voluntarily, whereas first-year and second-year
students had to participate as part of their curriculum.

The students mentioned that the assessment easy and straightforward to use.
The `simple' design and interface were deliberate design decisions so that there was no
overhead for the students in tinding out how a particular page was organised, which
features were available and how to interact with these. Students soon became familiar
with the possibilities and were free to concentrate on the content (Tait, 1998). In this
way a double learning process was avoided (Parlangeli et al., 1999), because a
complicated interface and design could have jeopardised the success implementation.
Altogether, the tuning ofthe students' characteristics to the characteristics of the
multimedia assessment seemed to be quite successful.

Social-communicative competence can (diagnostically) be assessed by means of
multimedia. Students can assess themselves when they are well prepared, because of
the formative nature of the assessment. Formative self-assessments can be seen as a
self-leaming program in the form of assessment. The questions presented during the
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assessment direct the students to the key contents and enhance interactive learning

(Issenberg et al., 1999). The direct feedback gives students insight into their progress

of learning. This kind of formative assessment may be integrated throughout the entire

curriculum so that deliberate practising to acquire expertise over time is possible.

Properly constructed multimedia materials can aid in many instructional

situations (Kieley, 1996). Multimedia can make topics more accessible, which are

otherwise difficult to convey through lectures or conventional printed material

(Hammond et al., 1996). However, multimedia assessment cannot reptace other

assessments like role-play tests.
For a basic course in communication Smit and her colleagues (1996)

recommend the use of video tests in combination with paper-and-pencil tests, because

they are both efficient tests for the assessment of knowledge, insight, and skills. We

recommend multimedia tests as formative as well as summative assessment
(summative multimedia assessment should be without feedback), in combination with

summative role-play tests.
Evaluating students' judgements of educational multimedia can help us

determine how to improve the current material and provide guidance in the
development of further material. Design and evaluation of educational multimedia

may benefit both from learning theory and instructional technology (De Vries ác De

Jong, 1999). Results of our study need to be verified and extended in further research

using large samples and possibly other indices of social-communicative competence to

investigate the validity more thoroughly. The reliability of the developed multimedia

assessment should be improved and the assessment should be further refined.

Multimedia assessment on social-communicative competence can be a valuable,

flexible tool for self-directed learners.
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Chapter 5

Students' views on the role of formal and informal contexts in acquiring social-
communicative competencies: An interview study4

Social-communicative competencies are crucial in many professional contexts,
especially in the field of social work. Social-communicative competencies can be

acquired in various formal and informal instructive situations. The aim of this

interview study was to gain insight into students' views on the instructive effects of the

situations with regard to the acquisition of social-communicative competence. We

were also interested in possible relations between student characteristics and students'

views on instructiveness of formal and informal learning. Thirty-three social work

students were interviewed twice during their first academic year, with a six-month
interval in between.

The students contributed a crucial role to informal learning in the acquisition

and development of professional social-communicative competencies. After the first
semester the first year students were of the opinion that more than half of the factors

which had influenced the development of their social-communicative competencies

were due to informal situations. After the second semester the role attributed to
informal situations had decreased. Self-perceived social-communicative competencies

and ]earning conceptions were only slightly related to the reported instructiveness of

formal and informal learning. However, self-perceived social-communicative
competencies appeared to play a major role in the way students judge the

instructiveness of formal and informal situations. Students' involvement in instructive

situations increased significantly between the first and second semester. We found

minor predictions of test results on social communicative competencies by the

reported instructiveness of formal and informal learning.

; Bakx, A.W.E.A., Van der Sanden, J.M.M., Fokke. E., á Lodewijks, H.G.L.C (submitted). Students' views on the role of

formal and informal contexts in acquiring socíal-communicative competencies: M interview study.
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5.1 Introduction

The importance of social-communicative competencies in professional activities is
recognised widely. This is especially true for client-centred professional activities
taking place in the field of social work (Holsbrink-Engels, 1998; Winkelaar, 1998).
Therefore, an important purpose of higher social work education is to guide students to
acquire and develop social-communicative competencies. Following Van der Sanden
and Teurlings (in press), social-communicative competence is defined as an
interrelated structure of knowledge, skills, a professional attitude, and learning abilities
with regard to professional communication.

From a constructivistic view on learning, students acquire social-
communicative competencies by actively constructing their own competence structure.
New information is connected to prior knowledge (Byrnes, 1996), knowledge is
actively constructed, and learning takes place through elaborating and restructuring
idiosyncratic structures. Social constructivists state that learning takes place by
creating "reality" in interaction with relevant others (Van der Sanden, submitted).
According to (social) constructivists, competencies can be acquired within a broad
range of situations. We assume that competencies in general, and social-
communicative competencies in particular, are acquired within formal contexts (in
school, training etc.), as well as in informal situations occurring in the social-cultural
environment (family, peers, volunteer jobs etc).

The purpose of the present study was to gain insight into students' views on the
role of informal and formal instructive situations with respect to the acquisition of
social-communicative competence. We also explored possible relations between
students' learning conceptions, their self-perceived social-communicative
competencies and their views on the instructiveness of formal and informal learning.

5.1.1 Informal learning

Communication is always imbedded in contexts, in which individuals interact (O'Hair,
Friedrich, Wiemann, 8L Wiemann, 1995). These contexts can offer learning
opportunities for acquiring (professional) social-communicative competencies.
Learning often takes place in situations that were not explicitly designed to acquire
certain competencies (Lave 8t Wenger, 1991). "What goes on in informal situations is
not neutral towards, separable from or ancillary to learning processes as designed in
formal learning situations, but instead form an integral part of what is learned"
(Brown, Collins, 8i Duguid, 1989). Therefore, in this context, formal and informal
(learning) situations can be seen as complementary learning environments. Not much
is known yet about informal learning, and researchers have only become recently
interested in this concept (Boekaerts, 1999).
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Eraut, Alderton, Cole, and Senker (1998) found that formal education and
training account for a minimal part of what is learned at work; most is learned
informally. Informal learning refers to a natural form of learning, in which individuals
acquire knowledge and skills in a more or less spontaneous way, without much
conscious effort (Boekaerts 8z Minnaert, 1999). Formal learning activities are
generally codified of a symbolic nature and to fit the educational format, whereas
informal learning activities are generally of a more concrete nature, and situated in
authentic contexts (Brown et al., 1989; Onstenk, 1997; Reigeluth 8L Schwartz, 1989;
Van der Sanden 8L Teurlings, in press). Still another difference relates to the role and
involvement of the learner in the learning process. Informal learning situations
emphasize autonomous, independent or self-directed learning, whereas formal learning
activities are more intentionally organised and controlled externally. Informal learning
is often seen as learning through experiences (Marsick 8c Watkins, 1990). Experiences

can lead to true learning if they are reflected upon, processed, and recontextualised in
such a way that they can be applied to other similar situations (Engestrom, 1991). In
informal contexts learners use a number of self-regulatory processes spontaneously
and are intrinsically motivated; informal learning experiences are more qualitative than
quantitative; time allocation in informal episodes is self-paced and open-ended; if
there is a curriculum this is non-linear and bottum-up; there is no (surrnnative)
assessment involved and if goals are set, they tend to be broader than those in formal
learning situations (Boekaerts, 1999).

Furthermore, Boekaerts distinguished different sources for informal learning (1)
family members, peers or other significant others, (2) environments, which are
particularly conducive to learning such as museums, galleries, science centres etc., and
(3) mass media, such as television, video, computers and the Internet (Erwin á
Rieppe, 1999). For the acquisition of social-communicative competencies, we expect
that (volunteer) jobs and hobbies can also offer rich contexts for informal learning.

In our interview study the focus is on formal and informal situations, which

were considered by students to be instructive for the acquisition of social-
communicative competencies. As part of the interview, students were asked to draw a
story line (Beijaard, Van Driel, 8z Verloop, 1999). The story line-technique fits into
the narrative research tradition. A student describes a certain period in his or her life in
the form of a line (for a detailed description, see Gergen, 1988). We asked the
students: "Please draw a line, that represents your level and fluency of communication,

as you have perceived it during the last eight years" (the average age of the students
was 18 years). The x-axis represented time and the y-axis represented the level of
(self-perceived) social-communicative competence. After the students had drawn their

story lines, they were asked to point out one critical event in their development of
social-communicative competencies (marked with a cross on the line). These story
lines provided the interviewer with possibilities to more in-depth questioning about the

acquisition of social-communicative competencies. At the end of the second semester

students were asked to draw another story line, representing their (self-perceived)
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professional social-communicative competence during the previous year. The resulting
story lines showed much diversity. Students reported various experiences, which they
considered to have had an impact on the way they developed their social
communicative competence during different periods. Many of these experiences
referred to informal situations. Two examples of story lines are presented in Figure 1.
(Data from the story lines are not described any further in this article.)

Good

Neutral

Bad

1992

Time in years

1999
~

Good

Neutral

Bad

1992

Time in years

1999
~

Figure 1: Two examples of story lines, presenting students' views on their social-
communicative competencies (data from the first interview)

5.1.2 Students' individual learning theories

Previously acquired knowledge structures (Ausubel, 1968; Dochy, 1992) and personal
conceptions and beliefs on knowledge and learning, play an important role in students'
selection and interpretation of the information they are confronted with in learning
environments (e.g., Pintrich, Marx, óc Boyle, 1993). In this respect, Entwistle (1991)
has stated that "... it is the students' perceptions of the learning environment that
influence how a student learns, not necessarily the context itself' (p. 202). Students'
beliefs about themselves as learners, for instance, are considered crucial for the
acquisition of competencies. So-called self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1986, 1989) are
assumed to operate in situation-specific ways, implying differences across domains
(Pintrich et al., 1993; Wolters 8~ Pintrich, 1998).

In our study, we examined the role of self-perceived competencies and domain-
related learning conceptions with regard to the reported instructiveness of formal and
informal learning situations. Self-perceived competence and domain-related learning
conceptions are seen as part of a student's individual learning theory (ILT). According
to Van der Sanden, Terwel, and Vosniadou (2000), ILT's are personal theories, which
serve as frames of reference to describe, categorise, explain and to anticipate learning
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and school-related demands with regard to a particular domain. ILT's encompass

personal views of learners, consisting of a relatively coherent set of variables, that is

(1) self-perceived competencies, (2) individual goal-orientations, (3) beliefs about the
nature and demands of the subjects that are dealt with in a certain domain, (4) general
and domain-related learning conceptions, (5) preferred learning situations, and (6)

preferred learning activities (Van der Sanden óc Teurlings, in press). Two out of the six

aspects of ILT's were central in this study. We chose to investigate self-perceived
competencies in full detail as this has been found to be an important predictor of

performance (Bandura, 1989; Johnson, 1998; Rossum 8c Vermeer, 1994). Learning
behaviour, goal setting, motivation, and task engagement are affected by one's view of
one's own capabilities (Boekaerts 8r Seegers, 1994; Chiou, 1995; Dweck 8c Leggett,

1988; Kunnen, 1993; Niemivirta, 1999; Weinstein 8z Mayer, 1986). It is likely that a

student's self-perceived social-communicative competence influences the individual's
learning behaviour and engagement in formal and informal situations.

In a previous study (Bakx, Vermetten, 8c Van der Sanden, submitted-b) five

aspects of self-perceived socia]-communicative competence were found: (1) opening a
conversation, (2) structuring a conversation, (3) grilling, (4) showing empathy, and 5)
being assertive during a conversation. Scores on a questionnaire measuring these tíve

aspects were used in our study to obtain an indication of a student's self-perceived

social-communicative competence.
Different studies have shown that general learning conceptions influence

learning behaviour (Marton, Dall' Alba, 8z Beaty, 1993; Marton 8c S~ljd, 1976;
Vermunt, 1996). Only few studies have been done into the tíeld of learning
conceptions from a domain-related perspective. Prosser, Trigwell, and Taylor (1994),

for example, found learning conceptions in the field of science to be different from
those in the field of history. Other research has also shown that students' learning
conceptions vary for different kinds of subjects (Prosser, Walker, 8z Millar, 1996;

Stodolsky, Salk, 8L Glaessner, 1991). We prefer to study learning conceptions in a
domain-related way.

In an earlier study (Bakx et al., submitted-b), we discerned four learning

conceptions regarding the acquisition of social-communicative competencies. Two
reproductive learning conceptions were found: a text-based reproductive learning

conception and a model-based reproductive learning conception. A text-based

reproductive learning conception is characterised by the view of learning as taking in

and reproducing parts of texts on communication. A model-based reproductive

learning conception emphasizes copying information and observed communicative

behaviour in practical situations for imitation without much personal input. The third

learning conception is a constructivistic one, relating to the view that learning to

communicate consists ofbuilding up a personal cognitive competence structure by

reflecting on situations and by using previously acquired knowledge. The pragmatic

learning conception refers to the view of acquiring social-communicative competence

by selecting, storing, and using conceptual and procedural knowledge depending on
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the circumstances. In this study these learning conceptions were used to measure the
student's perspective on the acquisition of social-communicative competence.

5.1.3 Research questions

The purpose of our study was to gain insight into the views of first-year students about
the instructiveness of formal and informal situations in acquiring social-
communicative competence. Our research questions were fourfold. First, we were
interested to know which aspects of formal and informal situations were conceived to
be conducive to the acquisition of social-communicative competencies, according to
first-year social work students; consequently whether the instructive situatíons
reported in the first interview were comparable to those mentioned in the second
interview. Second, we were interested in relations between a student's self-perceived
social-communicative competence and domain-related learning conceptions on the one
hand, and characteristics of the reported instructive situations on the other hand.

Our third question related to the degree in which students are personally
involved in the reported instructive communicative situations: does this relate to
students' characteristics, and does this involvement change during the students' first
year of social work education?" The fourth research question deals with the predictive
value of the reported instructiveness of formal and informal situations for students'
school outcomes with regard to social-communicative competence.

5.2 Method

5.2.1 Participants

Participants in this study were first-year full-time social work students. Thirty-four
students participated in both interviews. The average age of the sample was 18 years.
The majority of the participants were women (900~0).

5.2.2 Materials

Two ILT questionnaires, which had been developed in previous research ( Bakx et al.,
submitted-b) were used to assess students' views on acquiring social communicative
competence at the beginning of the first semester. The first ILT questionnaire assessed
five different aspects of self-perceived communicative competence: opening a
conversation ( Chronbach's a-.79), structuring a conversation (Chronbach's a-.82),
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grilling (Chronbach's a-.81), showing empathy (Chronbach's a-.77) and being

assertive during a conversation (Chronbach's a-.78).
The second ILT questionnaire measured domain-related learning conceptions

by means of 27 items about views on learning how to communicate. These items

represented the four different domain-related learning conceptions, as described in the

introduction. Reliabilities varied between a-.66 and a-.89. Students were asked to

use a 5-point scale and indicate the degree to which the statements corresponded to

their own view. For both questionnaires 5-point Likert scales were used.
A structured interview protocol, consisting of two parts, was used for the

interviews. The first part was about instructive (formal and informal) communicative

situations which students had experienced in the last years. The interview protocol was

based on the five aspects of self-perceived social-communicative competence (the

same aspects as measured in the ILT questionnaire). The same protocol was used for
both interviews. First, a videotaped professional dialogue was presented, pertaining to

the five different aspects of social communicative competence. This tape lasted 6.15

minutes and was produced especially for this research project (Bakx, Sijtsma, 8z Van

der Sanden, submitted-a). The students were asked about: (1) their familiarity with the
five aspects of communicative competence they were confronted with, (2) the

frequency of running into this aspect of communication themselves, (3) their way of
dealing with such situations: spontaneously or well-prepared, (4) the way they acted in

the situation(s): passively or more actively, and (5) the way they experienced the

situation(s): prepared or more spontaneously. The last three questions referred to
students' involvement in instructive situations. All questions, except for the first one,
were the same for both interviews. Next, the students were asked to draw a story line

and explain the pattern of the line.
The second part of the interview was about quantifying the instructiveness of

formal and informal learning influences on the acquired social-communicative
competencies. A distinction was made between communicative experiences in the

educational environment (lessons and traineeships) and in everyday life. A printed

circle diagram, a so-called pie chart, with sixteen equal sectors was presented. First,

the chart had to be divided into two sectors, one sector referring to the learning
influence of the educational setting and the other sector referring to the learning
influence of informal situations. Next, the "informal" sector had to be divided into

smaller sectors. These smaller sectors had to be labelled by fourteen presented
categories: relatives, films, hobbies, computer~Internet, acquaintances, reading, social
encounters, writing, television, outdoor social activities, friends, volunteer jobs, jobs,

other, namely..... Not all categories needed to be used. The last (open-ended) question
was about the way the pie chart was divided into sectors ("Why did you assign these

particular values to the different environments and categories? Please explain".)
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5.2.3 Procedure

The same sample of students was interviewed twice with a six-month interval. All
first-year social work students (N-176) were administered the ILT questionnaires in
the first academic week, as part of their curriculum. The questionnaires were
administered to groups of 15 students at a time; each student had to complete the
questionnaires in the same sequence; they were allowed to work at their own pace. The
students did not receive any feedback.

Forty students were selected from institutional files for participation in the
interview study (high, low and average achieving students were selected), only thirty-
four participated in both interviews. Students received a written invitation, in which
they were requested to participate in both interviews. They received a voucher for their
co-operation after each interview.

There was an interval of six months between the two interviews. The interviews
took about one hour each and were recorded on audiocassettes with the students'
permission. At the beginning of the first interview five video fragments (forming one
professional dialogue) were shown to highlight the five above-mentioned aspects of
social-communicative competence. This video was not used during the second
interview. First, the students watched the fragments. After that, the interview started.
All interviews were administered by the same researcher, one student at a time.
Students' grades on communication assessments were collected from institutional
files.

5.2.4 Data analyses

Analyses were performed on data of all students who participated in the interviews.
The interviews were transcribed and analysed by means of AQUAD five. The
situations, which were reported by the students as being instructive, were derived from
the open-ended interview questions and from the pie charts. Students' t-tests were
conducted with regard to the reported instructiveness of the situations, by means of the
circle diagrams, to investigate differences between the reported instructiveness of
situations in the first and the second interview.

Possible relations between aspects of self-perceived social-communicative
competence, domain-related learning conceptions, and characteristics of the reported
instructive situations were investigated by means of product-moment correlations.
Students' t-tests were used to investigate students' (changing) personal involvement in
the instructive situations regarding the acquisition of social communicative
competencies reported during the two interviews. A series of regression analyses was
conducted, using the reported instructiveness of situations (judged by students) to
predict school outcomes regarding social-communicative competence.
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5.3 Results

5.3J Instructive communicative situations

In the open-ended interview students stated that situations involving friends, relatives,

work, and school had been very instructive to them to acquire social-communicative
competencies. According to the students, especially friends and relatives had played an
important role.

Informal situations were reported to be more instructive regarding the

acquisition of social-communicative competencies (590~0) than formal situations.
According to the students, relations (family and friends) were most instructive (32e~o),

next to (volunteer) jobs (90~0) and outdoor social activities, like visiting a bar (9o~a). The

students agreed reasonably well with each other on the instructiveness of informal

learning from meetings with relatives and friends (M - 5.16; sd - 1.7). They showed

much more diversity, however, in their views on the instructiveness of outdoor social

activities (M - 1.22; sd - 1.11) and (volunteer) jobs (M - 1.5; sd - 1.1) in informal

learning.

(volunteer)
job
90~0

informatán
sources

40~0

forrrel
learning

410~0

hobbies
3"Io

information
(volunteer) sources

job 30~0
8ol0

formal
learning

50~

Figure 2: Proportion formal and informal communicative instructive situations

from the first and second interview

At the end of the second semester formal and informal situations were found to be

equally instructive. Students' t-tests (dependent samples) showed that the reported

instructiveness of formal learning increased significantly (t - 3.24; p ~.001). Students'

t-tests showed no significant differences between the reported instructiveness of the
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informal instructive situations in the first and second interview (relations, outdoor
social activities, hobbies, (volunteer) job, and information sources). Diversity in the
students' responses decreased in the second interview. Their opinions about the
instructiveness ofoutdoor social activities in informal learning varied as much as in
the first interview. They agreed a bit more on the importance of (volunteer) jobs with
regard to informally acquiring social-communicative competencies (M - 1.32; sd -
.8).

5.3.2 Correlatinns between student characteristics and the reported instructive
situatinns~

Correlation coefficients were computed between to students' self-perceived social-
communicative competencies, their learning conceptions, and the reported
instructiveness of the formal and informal situations in total in both interviews. No
significant correlations were found between student characteristics and the reported
instructiveness of the various situations.

A few significant correlations were found between the reported instructiveness
of specific informal instructive situations and student characteristics. Results from the
first interview showed that the pragmatic learning conception was positively related to
the acquisition of social-communicative competencies through hobbies (r -.42, p ~
.OS). Students who approached the learning of social-communicative competencies
from a text-based reproductive perspective, had relatively high scores on the reported
instructiveness of learning from relations with others (r -.38, p ~.OS). Students who
perceived themselves competent in "showing empathy" had relatively high scores on
the reported instructiveness of learning from outdoor social activities (r -.35, p-.OS).
These three correlations were not found again during the second interview. Results
from the second interview indicated that learning from outdoor social activities was
related positively to students' self efficacy with regard to "grilling" (r -.40, p- ~
.05).

5.3.3 Students' involvement in reported instructive communicative situations

One significant correlation was found between learning conceptions and students'
reported involvement in instructive situations. The constructivistic learning conception
was related positively to personal involvement in informal instructive situations,
reported during the first interview. This correlation did not show up at the second
interview.

Table 1 presents the correlations between students' involvement and their self-
perceived competencies. Results from the first interview - concerning informal
instructive situations - showed that students tended to be more actively involved in
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informal instructive situations when they felt secure about opening a conversation (r -

.62; p ~.001) and about grilling (r -.38, p ~.OS). Students who reported to be good at
showing empathy, gave evidence of less personal involvement in informal instructive
situations than other students (r --.36, p ~.05).

Table 1: Correlations among self-perceived competencies and students'
reported involvement in formal and informal instructive situations

Self-perceived competencies: Structuring a Showing Opening a Being Grilling
conversation empathy conversation assertive

First interview: informal situations
Actively involved .32 .32 .624~ .26 .38~
Personally involved -.13 -.36` -.O1 -.02 -.21
Unprepared involved .17 -.08 -.12 -.21 .08

Second interview: informal situations
Actively involved -.08 .02 .OS .07 .04
Personally involved -.OS -.06 .10 -.07 -.07
Unprepared involved .27 .l 1 .10 .24 .42~

Second interview:,formal situations
Actively involved .10 .33 .49~~ .02 .33
Personally involved .07 .04 .15 .14 .06
Unprepared involved .28 .14 -.08 .28 .28

'~` Correlation is significant at the .Ol level; ~` Correlation is significant at the .OS level

Results from the second interview indicated that students who feel confident in grilling

tend to approach informal instructive situations more spontaneously (not prepared)
(r -.42, p ~.OS). Students who reported to be secure about "opening a conversation"

were more actively involved in formal instructive situations (r -.49, p ~.001).

Students' t-tests (dependent samples) showed that students' involvement in
informal instructive situations was higher at the end of the second semester. Students

reported to have been more personally involved (t - 5.56, p ~.001), their approach in

informal instructive situations had been more spontaneous than before (t - 4.66, p ~

.001) and they were more actively involved than before (t - 1.70, p ~.10). Students'

involvement in formal instructive situations was only measured during the second

interview. Therefore, no differences could be investigated in this respect.
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5.3.4 Prediction ofstudeuts'school outcomes

Regression analyses showed that the reported instructiveness of formal and informal
situations at the first interview did not predict students' results on communication tests
later in the year. Regression analyses on data from the second interview indicated that
performance on a communicative role-play test has been predicted partly by the
reported instructiveness of intormal learning from information sources ((3 -.47).
Reported instructiveness of formal learning situations ((3 --.43) and the reported
instructiveness of informal learning from relatives and friends (~3 --.84) were
predictor variables for students' performance on a communication knowledge test.

Table 2: Beta-weights of formal and informal instructive situations

Communicative Communicative
role-play test ((3) knowledge test ((3)

Inforn~ation sources 2 .47
Formal leaming situations 2 -.43~
Informal relations 2 -.84{}
R .47 .69
Adjusted Rz .19 .44
F 7.00~ 11.92kt

p~.05; p~.01

5.4 Discussion and conclusion

5.4.1 Instructive cof~~municutive situutious

According to social work students, informal situations seem to play a crucial role in
the acquisition and development of professional social-communicative competencies.
After one semester in higher social work education, first-year students estimated that
they had acquired more than half of their social-communicative competencies from
informal instructive situations. After the second semester the relative importance of
informal learning decreased significantly. Formal and informal learning were judged
equally instructive at this point. This may be explained by the students' participation in
traineeships: all students had been trainees in professional organisations for half a day
on a weekly basis during the second semester. The traineeships were seen as formal
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learning situations, because the arrangements were initiated and organised by the

school organisation. However, it may be that students also learn informally during

traineeships and gain all kinds of knowledge, skills, and professional attitudes, which

were not specified as learning goals beforehand. According to the students, informal

situations in general and interactions with relevant others in particular, seemed to be

most instructive regarding the acquisition of social-communicative competencies

outside school. According to the students, (volunteer) jobs and outdoor social activities

also intluenced their development of social-communicative competencies, but the

students appreciated these aspects differently. The decrease of reported instructiveness

could also be influenced by students' views on the efficiency of instruction. In the

interval between the first and second interview the students probably gained more

instructional meta-cognitive knowledge (Elen óc Lowyck, 1998) and, as a

consequence, valued the formal instructive situations as being more instructive than

before. However, the study of Elen and Lowyck (1998) focused on academic learning,

while our study focused on the acquisition and development of social-communicative

competencies. It could be interesting to investigate the concept and role of

instructional meta-cognitive knowledge in knowledge and competence development in

more detail. This might raise some interesting insights.

Even though the reported instnictiveness of informal leaming situations

decreased after the second semester, informal learning was still valued as very

instructive for the acquisition of social-communicative competencies. This relatively

large amount of attributed influence to informal situations can possibly be explained

by the domain-relatedness of our study. Everyone learns how to communicate,

regardless of one's education (Atkinson, Atkinson, Smith, Bem, 8c Hilgard, 1990;

Shaffer, 1989), but the acquisition of social-communicative competence can be

accelerated by training (Canale 8t Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972; Swain, 1985). It would

be interesting to find out how students in different domains appreciate the role of

informal and formal learning situations with regard to social-communicative

competencies. For students in technically oriented domains, for example, it would be

interesting to see how they view the role of informal and formal learning situations in

relation to their core competence.
The pie chart seemed to be a good instrument for students to quantify

instructiveness of learning situations. At the end of the interview they reported to have

liked the pie chart best. They also stated that they had difficulties with drawing the

story line and explaining it. These difficulties were also found by Beijaard, Van Driel

and Verloop (1999). We think the story line method is very valuable to gain personal

information and to start an (open) interview, but it may be necessary to help students

in commenting on the line. It is also important to find reliable methods to quantify and

analysethe data.
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5.4.2 The role of student eharaeteristics in reported instruetive situations

Self-perceived social-communicative competencies and learning conceptions were
only slightly related to the reported instructiveness of fonnal and informal learning
situations. The reported instructiveness of outdoor social activities, like going to a bar
or restaurant, and self-perceived social-communicative competencies were found to be
related positively in both interviews. This finding is explainable; when students fee]
good about communicating with others, they will probably go out more than students
who do not feel secure about their social-communicative competence. As a
consequence, they may create new learning opportunities for themselves and thus
come to judge the instructiveness of outdoor social activities more favourably. It is
probable that personality characteristics also play an important role in this
phenomenon. In a previous study with the same students we found that extraversion,
autonomy, and emotional stability were positively related to self-perceived
competencies (Bakx, Van der Sanden, 8c Vermetten, in press).

Few relations were found between learning conceptions and the reported
instructiveness of infonnal learning situations. Slaats, Van der Sanden, and Lodewijks
(1999) investigated the relation between learning conceptions and learning strategies
of students in vocational education. They found relations regarding theoretically based
courses, but no relations with regard to profession oriented courses. They used general
statements about learning to measure learning conceptions, while we used domain-
related statements to assess students' learning conceptions. However, we did not find
many relations either. It might be the case that learning conceptions do not play a
significant role in practice oriented learning, like acquiring social-communicative
competence, especially when this occurs in informal situations. This issue should be
investigated further. It is possible that the combination of personality characteristics
and self-perceived competence determines whether students acquire competencies
preferably in formal or in informal situations. Additional research into this field would
be valuable. Indeed, not much research has been done in the field of the role of student
characteristics in infonnal learning.

5.4.3 Students' involvement in reported instructive eommunicative situations

Students with a constructivistic view on the development of social-communicative
competence, reported to be more personally involved in informal instructive situations.
Indeed, this finding is in line with the constructivistic learning theories, in which
learning is viewed as a personal, active process, that can take place in all kinds of
situations in relations with others or alone (Byrnes, 1996; Simons. 1998; Van der
Sanden 8z Teurlings, in press).

Self-perceived social-communicative competencies seemed to play the most
important role in students' involvement in instructive (formal and informal) situations.

104



Students, who feel certain about opening a conversation and grilling, were more

activelv involved in infonnal instructive situations than other students. Students who

judged themselves competent in "showing empathy" reported to be more pei-sonally
involved in instructive informal situations. In the second interview we found that

students, who feel secure about opening a conversation, are more actively involved in

formal instructive situations. High self-efficacy with regard to "grilling" goes together

with being spontaneously involved in informal instructive situations. Because these
students are confident in asking questions they probably ask others more questions;

this might lead to unexpected and unplanned communicative situations (e.g., a friend

who seems to have personal problems), which offer learning opportunities. Indeed, it

is very well conceivable that self-confident students go out more and experience more

informal situations and learning opportunities, than less confident students. Students,

who feel secure about their social-communicative competencies might be more

actively involved in formal and informal situations and more personally and
spontaneously involved in informal instructive situations. Self-reporting is a good way

to measure personal views (Vermetten, Vermunt, 8c Lodewijks, 1999). Metz,

Caccamise, and Gustafson (1997) found that communication skills can be assessed
reliably by self-assessment and students themselves can judge their own (lack of)

competence best. However, some competencies or activities can be assessed more

reliably by self-ratings in combination with ratings by others (Hendriks, 1996). In our

study self-confident students view themselves as being more actively, personally, and
spontaneously involved in predominantly informal situations. Zimmennan and

Martinez-Pons (1988) have discussed the issue of the validity of students' self-reports
of strategy use. They concluded that students' self-reports pointed to actual differences

in academic performance. In the present study we did not collect data on actual student

behaviour in fonnal and informal learning situations. It remains to be seen whether
students' self-reports are valid indicators oftheir learning behaviour.

For the total group of students differences were found between reported

involvement in instnactive situations after the first and second semester. Students'

involvement in informal instnactive situations increased. They became more personally

and actively involved in instructive informal situations. This also happened when they

ran into these situations spontaneously. Four explanations for this significant increase

in involvement are possible. First, students could indeed have become more involved

in infonnal instructive situations because they are more interested in what happens

around them and now they see these situations as `potential learning experiences',

which they did not see before. They can now (consciously) take advantage of relevant

learning opportunities (Eraut et al., 1998). It is also possible that their (self-perceived)

social-communicative competencies have increased and, as a result, their involvement

has increased as well. Third, students probably gained more instructional meta-

cognitive knowledge (Elen 8r Lowyck, 1998) and, as a consequence, judge

instructiveness of situations different than before. Fourth, it is possible that the

participation in our study led students to think about acquiring social-communicative
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competencies more than the other students who did not participate in the study. In the
first interview students were triggered (by the video fragments and the personal story
line) to reflect on the way they developed their social-communicative competencies in
all kinds of situations. For some of them this was a totally new experience. This
(cognitive) process might have resulted in higher scores on the "involvement-
questions". If this is true, it could be a kind of Hawthorne-effect (Harvey 8c Brown,
1992; Landy, 1989). We think that four factors intluenced the increased involvement
of students in all kinds of instructive situations: (1) their College education, (2)
increased competence level (Bakx et al., submitted-a), (3) more instructional meta-
cognitive knowledge, and (4) participation in this study.

5.4.4 Prediction of students' schoo! outcomes

Results from the first interview indicated that students' views on the instructiveness of
learning from formal and informal situations did not predict students' results on
communication tests later in the year. The results from the second interview showed
that high scores on a communicative role-play test were partly predicted by the
reported instructiveness of informal learning from information sources. This could
imply that students with high scores on role-play tests read about communication,
watched dialogues on television reflectively, and learned about communication, for
example, from the Internet. These additional learning situations might have resulted in
higher grades on the role-play test.

However, results on a communication knowledge test were predicted by the
reported instructiveness of formal learning situations and by the reported
instructiveness of informal leaming from relatives and friends (negative regression
coefficients). Students learn from interacting with others outside the school (situated
knowledge), but they possibly may not learn about the aspects of communication
which are needed for the knowledge test. It is possible that material, which is learned
through others, differs greatly from the knowledge that is supposed to be learned for
the knowledge test. The curriculum and the (knowledge) assessments may not be
sufficiently compatible.

Our conclusion is that informal learning situations play an important role in the
acquisition of social-communicative competencies. Informal learning fits well into the
constructivistic perspective on learning; in this perspective the development of
competencies may be seen as a continuous and active construction process of (prior)
knowledge and interpretation of experiences. Making students aware of these informal
learning processes and the learning opportunities outside the school environment
might trigger students to learn more consciously in informal situations and have them
relate this to formal and informal learning.
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Chapter 6

Acquiring social-communicative competence: A developmental model for
domain-related learningi

An important purpose of higher social work education is to guide students to acquire
and develop social-communicative competencies. The purposes of our study were to
investigate first-year students' development of social-communicative competence, and
to gain insight into the role of students' characteristics (personality characteristics,
self-perceived competence and learning conceptions). A model for the development of
social-communicative competence was developed and tested. The study was set up
according to a longitudinal, within-subjects design in order to study intra-individual
changes. 176 first-year social work students participated in this study. Many changes
were found in students' characteristics, deployed learning activities, and study results
during their first academic year. Except for `showing empathy', which was already
relatively high at the beginning of the study, all aspects of students' self-perceived
social-communicative competence increased. Assessment scores on comparable
communication tests also increased significantly. Extraversion and emotional stability
were the only two personality characteristics, which seemed rather stable.
Agreeableness decreased continuously while autonomy increased continuously during
the first academic year. It was possible to set up a developmental model, which
seemed to be a good starting point, from which an integrative domain-related model
for the development of social-communicative competence can be further developed.

' Bakx, A.W.E.A, Van der Sanden, J.M.M., Sijtsma, K., Croon. M. A.. Bc Vermetten. Y.1.M. (submitted). Acquiring social-
communicative competence: a developmental model for domain-related leaming.
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6.1 Introduction

Communicative competence plays a major role in the field of social work (Winkelaar,
1998). As a consequence, an important purpose of higher social work education is to
support students in the process of acquiring and developing social-communicative
competencies. Following Van der Sanden and Teurlings (in press), social-
communicative competence is defined in our study as an interrelated structure of
knowledge, skills, a professional attitude and learning abilities in the field of
professional communication. We view learning and development of competencies
from a constructivistic perspective. Constructivists conceive of learning as actively
constructing one's own competence structure. New information is connected to prior
knowledge (Byrnes, 1996), knowledge is actively constructed, and learning is
organised by elaborating and restructuring idiosyncratic meaning structures (Van der
Sanden, Terwel, 8c Vosniadou, 2000). In this process students' víews and ideas on
learning play a crucial role, and it is essential to take these into account to optimise
learning (Pintrich, Marx, 8i Boyle, 1993).

During the last two decades the interest in learning conceptions, learning styles,
and quality of learning processes has increased in education in general and health
profession education in particular (Curry, 1983). As a result, many studies on learning
styles were conducted (Burwell, 1991; Busato, Prins, Elshout, 8c Hamaker, 1999;
Curry, 1983; Furnham, 1992; Jackson 8i Lawty-Jones, 1996; Slaats, Lodewijks, óc Van
der Sanden, 1999; Vennunt, 1996). These studies focus on general learning styles,
assuming that learning is a relatively general process that operates in the same way
across different content domains (Wolters 8c Pintrich, 1998). However, the way
students approach learning may vary for different content domains, for example,
students' learning conceptions vary depending on what has to be learned (Prosser,
Walker, 8c Millar, 1996; Stodolsky, Salk, 8c Glaessner, 1991; Vanderstoep, Pintrich, 8L
Fagerlin, 1996). From our interest in the development of social-communicative
competencies, we chose a domain-related perspective. Our choice differs in two ways
from the majority of studies on learning conceptions and learning styles. First, other
studies address learning styles in general without referring to a specific domain, like
history or science (Busato, et al., 1999; Kolb, 1984; Marton 8c Siiljb, 1976; Schmeck
8c Geisler-Brenstein, 1989; Vermunt, 1996). Second, most studies on learning
conceptions and learning styles are often about academic, or knowledge-oriented,
ways of learning. Our study takes a competence perspective rather than a knowledge-
oriented perspective.

Both previously acquired knowledge structures and personal conceptions and
beliefs on knowledge and learning play an important part in the ways students
approach learning (e.g., Pintrich et al., 1993). Students have personal ideas about
learning-related aspects, such as self-perceived competencies, individual goal
orientations, beliefs about the subjects that are dealt with within a certain domain,
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general and domain-related learning conceptions, and preferred learning situations and
learning activities. Together these aspects form a student's individual learning theory
(ILT) (see also Van der Sanden et al., 2000). ILT's are personal theories, which serve
as frames of reference to describe, categorise and explain learning and school-related
issues with regard to a particular domain. In our study the domain is professional
communication in the field of social work. However, our study is not limited to the
tïeld of social work; the study might be relevant for all contexts of learning in which
communication plays a major role, for example, in Teacher Training Colleges,
Colleges of Management, and Health Care and Nursing.

The purposes of this study were to increase our understanding of the role
students' characteristics play in the development of social-communicative
competencies. We made an effort to design and test a model on the development for
professional social-communicative competence.

6.2 Students' characteristics

6.2.1 Personality traits

Next to ILT variables, which are central in our study, personality characteristics were
included as well, because these are assumed to influence learning (Busato et al., 1999).
Personality traits possibly play an even more important role in acquiring social-
communicative competencies than in, for example, acquiring technical skills, as in the
latter the involvement of the subject as a person is less. Personality produces
consistencies in behaviour across different contexts. Differences in personality cause
individuals to react to learning situations in their own ways (Carver 8i Scheier, 1992).

It is assumed that personality consists of five superordinate factors, referred to
as the `Big Five' (Carver et al., 1992; Mervielde, 1992). The Big Five personality
characteristics are extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability,
and autonomy. Agreeableness refers to being friendly, flexible, and co-operative.
Conscientiousness is about being thorough, task-orientated, systematic, and careful.
Extraversion is about being cheerful, active, energetic and vigorous. Emotional
stability refers to being calm and relaxed, having emotional control. Finally, autonomy

is about being creative, intelligent, imaginative, and open to new experiences (see e.g.,
Hendriks, 1997, for more details). In learning contexts, extraversion,
conscientiousness, and autonomy are often found to be the most relevant (De Raad 8t
Schouwenburg, 1996). In a previous study with 340 social work students, we found
positive correlations between self-perceived social-communicative competencies and
extraversion, autonomy, and emotional stability (Bakx, Van der Sanden, 8c Vermetten,

in press).
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6.2.2 Self-perceived socia!-communicative competence

In many studies self-perceived competence is found to be an important predictor of
performance (Bandura, 1986; Johnson, 1998; Kunnen, 1993; Rossum 8t Vermeer,
1994). The view students have on their own competencies, plays a major role in
motivation, choice of learning activities, test anxiety, goal setting, and learning results
(Boekaerts 8z Seegers, 1994; Dweck 8t Leggett, 1988; Weinstein 8t Mayer, 1986).
Self-perceived competence is task-specific, implying differences across domains of
learning (Pintrich, Marx, 8r Boyle, 1993; Wolters 8z Pintrich, 1998).

In a previous study, we developed and validated ILT questionnaires to measure
students' self-perceived competencies, learning conceptions, and preferences for
learning situations, all within the domain of communication (Bakx, Vermetten 8i Van
der Sanden, submitted-b). We found five aspects of self-perceived social-
communicative competencies: structuring a conversation, showing empathy, opening a
conversation, being assertive, and grilling. In this study, we use these aspects as
indicators of students' self-perceived social-communicative competencies.

6.2.3 Domain-related learning conceptions

Learning conceptions play a major role in the ways students approach or avoid
instructive situations (Chiou, 1995; Dweck et al., 1988; Marton, Dall' Alba, Bc Beaty,
1993; Marton 8r S~Ijd, 1976; Vermunt, 1996; Weinstein 8c Mayer, 1986). Learning
style inventories are not tuned to the specific area of communication. These need to be
redeveloped in order to measure students' approaches to learning with regard to social-
communicative competencies (Kember and Leung, 1999). We developed
questionnaires in our ILT research which also measure learning conceptions (Bakx et
al., submitted-b). Four communication-related learning conceptions were
distinguished: a text-based reproductive learning conception, a model-based
reproductive learning conception, a constructivistic learning conception, and a
pragmatic learning conception. A text-based reproductive learning conception is
characterised by the view of learning as remembering sentences and phrases for
retention. A model-based reproductive learning conception emphasizes copying
information and observed behaviour in practical situations for retention without much
personal input. The constructivistic learning conception refers to processing
information in a meaningful way to build up an adequate personal action theory by
elaborating and reflecting on personally acquired knowledge and competencies. The
pragmatic learning conception refers to the view of acquiring social-communicative
competence by selecting, storing and using offered information from a utilitarian
perspective, without actively looking for new information or taking initiatives (Bakx et
al., submitted-b).

This study also showed that self-perceived social-commtmicative competencies
and learning conceptions about acquiring social-communicative competencies predict
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preferred learning situations. We assumed that personality characteristics, self-
perceived competence, and learning conceptions with regard to communication are
related to each other in a hierarchical way: personality characteristics and ILT
variables jointly determine which learning activities students deploy and, which level
of competence they achieve. In the following sections we will first discuss our

approach we took to assessing learning activities and the level of competence in

previous studies. Then, we propose a model for students' characteristics in developing
professional competence.

6.3 Learning activities and the resulting competencies

We consider deploying learning activities as being involved in instructive situations,

which lead to experiences and behaviour from which one can learn. In this view
learning activities are not restricted to ways of information processing and learning

strategies in school contexts. Indeed, reading books, attending lectures and talking to
experts are examples of learning activities, but learning otten takes place in situations
that were not explicitly designed to acquire certain competencies (Lave 8i Wenger,

1991). Communication is always imbedded in contexts, in which individuals interact

(O'Hair, Friedrich, Wiemann, 8c Wiemann, 1995). As a consequence, students
probably encounter more instructive informal communicative situations than formal
communicative learning situations. Informal learning is a natural form of learning, in
which students learn more or less spontaneously and without much conscious effort
(Boekaerts 8c Minnaert, 1999). Formal learning activities are organised as part of the

curriculum and initiated by the educational organisation, whereas informal learning
activities are more authentic, and situated in a natural context (Brown, Collins, 8z
Duguid, 1989; Onstenk, 1997; Reigeluth 8c Schwartz, 1989).

A questionnaire regarding learning activities and instructive situations in the

domain of communication was developed and completed by 340 social work students.

Based on principal component analyses, five instructive situations were found:

informal learning, learning during traineeships, in particular, observational activities

(Bandura, 1986; Van der Sanden et al., in press), learning from information sources

(Zimmerman 8z Martinez-Pons, 1988), role-play learning (Holsbrink-Engels, 1998),

and learning from consulting experts (Zimmerman 8c Martinez-Pons, 1988). The last
four learning situations are more formally organised, in contrast to informal learning.

It is interesting to examine the kind of learning situations students get involved in, but

it is even more interesting to investigate the level of achieved competence, which
results from these encounters.

We examined the level of achieved competence by assessing student

performance in communicative situations, related to the future professional context of

social workers. Much research has been done in the field of assessment of
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communication (Bellack, 1979; Canale 8z Swain, 1980; Eisler, 1976; Holsbrink-
Engels, 1997; Issenberg et al., 1999; Ladyshewsky 8z Gotjamanos, 1996; Schlundt 8z
McFall, 1985; Smit 8z Van der Molen, 1996). A desirable strategy to assess social-
communicative competence is by direct observation in the natural environment or
work settings which, however, may prove to be impractical or impossible. As a
consequence, paper-and-pencil tests, self-report inventories, and role-play tests have
been developed (Bellack, 1979). We chose to use three different kinds of tests to
measure social-communicative competence. The first two tests have been used within
social work education for many years: a paper-and-pencil test measuring knowledge
and analytical skills concerning communicative situations, and a skills oriented role-
play test. The third test, a multimedia test, had been developed for this research
project, measuring professional attitude, knowledge, and cognitive communication
related skills. For details about the development and validation ofthe multimedia test,
see Bakx, Sijtsma and Van der Sanden (submitted-a). We assume that these three tests
are indicative of the student's competence level of communication.

6.4 Towards an integrated hypothetical domain-related model for the
development of competence

Because learning may vary for different domains, contexts or subjects, it is fruitful to
study processes of competence development in close relation to a certain domain or
subject (Alexander, Murphy, Woods, Duhon, 8c Parker, 1997; Boekaerts, 1999;
Vanderstoep, et al., 1996; Zimmerman óz Martinez-Pons, 1988). Alexander,
Kulikowich and Jetton (1995) proposed a model of domain learning (MDL) that
describes three developmental stages in academic learning. Domain learning develops
from the acclimatisation stage to the competence stage and finally reaches the
expertise stage. In the acclimatisation stage students start learning about a new content
domain. They show low interest, have little domain knowledge, and use strategies
inflexibly. In the competence stage students become more interested, develop more
knowledge about the domain, and use their strategies more effectively. Alexander et
aL (1995) did not integrate ILT variables, or their personality characteristics in the
process of development of competence. However, we assume that Alexander et al.'s
(1995) model also includes students' personalities and their individual learning
theories as essential elements in the development of social-communicative
competencies in all three stages in the model of domain learning.

Curry (1983) proposed a model for the organisation of learning styles. This
model is about learning in general, but pertains domain-specific learning as well.
Curry (1983) used an `onion' as a metaphor. The inner layer of the onion refers to the
learner's cognitive personality style (which is relatively stable), the next layer
represents a learner's information processing style, and the outer layer refers to the
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student's instructional preferences. This model is based on two underlying
assumptions. First, it is assumed that personality (the cognitive personality style in

particular) determines a learner's information processing style. Cognitive personality

styles and information processing styles influence the leamer's instructional
preferences. The second assumption is that the inner layers are relatively more stable

than the outer layers. This is plausible, because of the interaction of the outer layers

with varying instructive situations. We assume that information processing styles and

instructional preferences vary for different domains.
Spencer and Spencer (1993, p. l l) use `an iceberg model'-metaphor to visualise

competencies. The iceberg model exists of five components. Motives, traits
(personality), and self-concept fornl the base of the iceberg. These layers are believed

to be hidden. The upper two layers refer to skills and knowledge, which are more

visible. In our definition, skills and knowledge are part ofcompetencies and can be

acquired or developed. In our model, we integrate the three perspectives described

above. When starting their social work education, students are supposed to be in the

acclimatisation stage of Alexander et al.'s (1995) model. We assume that social work

students may enter the competence stage at the end of their first year. Our model for
domain learning (communication) is about the acclimatisation and the competence

stages, not about the expert stage. Like Curry (1983) and Spencer and Spencer (1993),

we assume that personality plays an important role in competence development, in

particular, in the acquisition and development of social-communicative competencies.

Personality characteristics influence self-perceived social-communicative
competencies (Bakx, et al., in press). For our model, we adopted Spencer and
Spencer's (1993) iceberg model. Personality characteristics form the basis of the

iceberg. The second layer is formed by self-perceived social-communicative
competence (ILT variable). The third layer consists of domain-related learning
conceptions (ILT variable).

These three `hidden' layers are followed by two observable variables: students'

learning activities and students' learning results. We suppose that students' personality
characteristics influence their self-perceived social-communicative competence, which

influences their learning conceptions about the acquisition of social-communicative
competencies. Students' personality characteristics, self-perceived competencies, and
learning conceptions together probably are important determinants for the learning

activities students deploy and avoid, which in turn leads to learning results (assessment

scores). Figure 1 presents our modeL Like Curry (1983) and Spencer and Spencer
(1993) we hypothesise that personality is the stablest layer of the pyramid and that the

higher layers are more flexible (visible and open to change and development).
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Figure 1: Hypothetical model of influences in the acquisition and development of
social-communicative competencies

6.5 The present study

This study was set up according to a longitudinal, within-subjects design in order to
study intra-individual changes and to exclude generation effects. We were interested in
possible developmental trends in self-perceived competence, learning conceptions,
reported learning activities and assessment scores regarding communication
competence. We also wanted to investigate possibilities to predict study success, based
on the early measurement (at the beginning of the first academic year) of ILT variables
and personality. Next, we wanted to gain insight into the cohesion of the measured
variables. Therefore, the three research questions were:

1. Which within-students developments in self-perceived competence, learning
conceptions, reported learning activities, assessment scores, and personality traits
take place over a period of one study year?

2. Do students' personality traits, self-perceived competence, and learning
conceptions, measured at the start of their college education, predict their
assessment scores later on in the first year?

3. How do personality traits, self-perceived competence, learning conceptions, and
reported learning activities, measured at the end of the year, contribute to
assessment scores at the end of the first year? Do these findings support our
hypothetical model?
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6.6 Methud

6.6.1 Participants

176 first-year Social Work students from a Dutch university of professional education

participated in this study. They participated obligatorily as part of their curriculum.
The greater part of the total group consisted of women: 910~o were women and 90~0
were men. This ratio of females and males is representative for the department of

Social Work. The average age of the sample was 18.

6.6.2 Materials

Four questionnaires were used. Two questionnaires for ILT assessment, which had

been developed in previous research (Bakx et al., submitted-b), were used to assess

students' individual views on acquiring social-communicative competence. The first

ILT questionnaire assessed five aspects of self-perceived communicative competence:
opening a conversation, structuring a conversation, grilling, showing empathy, and

being assertive during a conversation. A list of 41 communicative skills for social

workers was used. Students responded to each item using a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from (1) `I'm bad at this' to (5) `1'm good at this'. Table 1 presents the scales

and their meaning, the number of items, reliabilities, and examples of items.

The second ILT questionnaire measured domain-related learning conceptions
by means of 27 items about views on learning how to communicate (Bakx et al.,
submitted-b). These items represented four domain-related learning conceptions: a
constructivistic learning conception, a pragmatic learning conception, a text-based
reproductive learning conception, and a model-based reproductive one. Students were

asked to indicate on a 5-point rating scale the degree to which the described item

corresponded to their own view. The scale varied from (1) `I think this is a bad way to
learn how to communicate' to (5) `I think this is a good way to learn how to

communicate'.
The third questionnaire was about reported learning activities. Twenty-five

communication-related learning activities were presented, measuring role-play

learning, informal learning, learning from information sources, learning from
consulting experts, and learning during traineeships. A 5-point Likert scale was used to

indicate the frequency of performed learning activities. The scale varied from ( I)`I

hardly ever do this' to (5) `I almost always do this'.
For the assessment of personality-characteristics the Dutch version of the Five-Factor
Personality Inventory (FFPI) was used (Hendriks, 1997; Hendriks et al., 1999). This

questionnaire was composed of one hundred statements. Students indicated on a 5-
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point Likert scale to what extent the statement was descriptive of his or her personality
(for examples, see Table 1). For the assessment of social-communicative competence
these tests were used: a multimedia test (for development and validity, see also Bakx,
et al., submitted-a), a role-play test, and a paper-and-pencil test.

Table 1: Scales self-perceived competence, learning conceptions, reported
learning activities and personality traits number of items, reliabilities,
and examples of items.

Scale
Number of items (n);
Cronbach's Alpha (a)

Description Item Example

Self-perceived social-commttnicative competence

Structuring a conversation
n - ] 0; al - .82; a2 - .77; a3 - .85
Showing empathy
n - 9; al - .77; a2 - . 80; a3 - .84

Opening a conversation
n - 5; al - .79; a2 - .80; a3 - .82

Being assertive during a conversation
n - 9; al - .78; a2 - .74; a3 - .79

Grilling
n-8;a1-.81;a2-.81;a3-.84
Scale
Number of items; Cronbach's a

Building up a conversation and Selecting conversational themes
being in charge of the process
Making clear to the client that Showing understanding
there is understanding and
involvement in connection with
the client's situation
Creating an atmosphere of Getting into contact
openness and relaxation in order to
start a conversation

Being quite clear about the Clarifying boundaries
position of the professional and
the client
Asking direct questions in order to Requesting specification
get specific information
Description Item Example

Learning conceptions about lzow to communicate

Constructivistic leaming conception
n-8; al -.80; a2-.91; a3 -.93

Text-based reproductive learning
conception
n-3;a1 -.71;a2-.72;a3-.73
Model-based reproductive leaming
conception
n-8;al -.89;a2-.91;a3-.93

Pragmatic learning conception
n - 8; al - .66; a2 - .62; a3 - .66

Building up a logical cognitive Observing fellow-students' actions
competence structure by logical during traineeships and seeing if
thinking, connecting and analysing you would do the same in similar

situations
Leaming and remembering Learning by heart every phase of,
sentences and phrases deliberately for example, passing bad news

Copying information and observed Taking down effective sayings and
behaviour without much personal phrases from professionals word by
input word, in order to use them in a

similar context
Self-centred selective storing and Deducting general approaches from
using of information and skills other people's behaviour
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Scale Desctiption Item Example
Number of items (n);
Cronbach's Alpha (a)

Role-play leaming
n-5;al -.71;a2-.67;a3-.68
Informal leaming
n - 5; al - .74; a2 - .78; a3 - .77
Learning from information sources
n - 5; al - .73; a2 - .73; a3 - .77

Leaming from consulting experts
n-5;a1-.75;a2-.76;a3-.58
Learning during traineeships
n- 5; a 1-.72; a2 -.72; a3 -.69

Agreeableness
n- 20; a l -. 78; a2 -.73; a3 -.79
Conscientiousness
n - 20; al - . 82; a2 - . 78; a3 - .82
Extraversion
n - 20; al - . 83; a2 - . 84; a3 - .86
Autonomy
n - 20; al - .79; a2 - . 80; a3 - .82
Emotional stability
n - 20; al - .82; a2 - . 86; a3 - .88

6.6.3 Procedure

Reported learning activities

Learning by practising role-plays Practising role-plays in school

Leaming initiated by the student
himself
Learning from books, television
or, for example, the Internet

Asking experts in the field
questions
Gaining real-life experience in
official surroundings during
traineeships

Asking friends' opinions on your
way of communicating with others

Reading specific material on
recocded professional counselling-
interviews
Asking your teacher how to express
yourself in a particular situation

Practising the application of
counselling with clients during
traineeships

Big Five personality traits

Quality ofbeing ready to agree
and being willing
Quality of showing great care,
attention or seriousness of purpose
Quality of being cheerful,
confident, and outgoing
Ability to use the power of reason,
and openness to new experiences
Quality of being mentally and
emotionally sound, sane, and
sensible

I take others' interests into account
(Hendriks et al., ]999)
I do things according to a plan

[ love to chat

I can easily link facts together

I can take my mind of my problems

The participating first-year students completed the questionnaires and the multimedia

test at the start of their education, after the first semester and at the end of their first

year. The questionnaire about reported learning activities was registered only the

second and third time, because at the first measurement moment students had not taken

any courses yet. After completing the questionnaires the students started the

multimedia assessment, using headsets. At the first and second measurement the

students were confronted with the same multimedia test. At the third measurement

students received a comparable multimedia test. This was done to prevent memory

effects (Eysenck ót Keane, 1994). Students' grades on the role-play test and the paper-

and-pencil test were collected from institutional files. The students did not receive any

feedback on the questionnaires or tests.
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6.6.4 Data analyses

The analyses were perfortned on data of students who completed all questionnaires
and assessments during the three measurement moments. In total 123 complete sets of
data were analysed. This is 70 percent of the total sample. First, analyses of variance
for repeated measures were used to test differences in self-perceived competencies,
learning conceptions, reported learning activities, personality traits and assessment
scores `within sriidents' in their first academic year. Regression analyses were
conducted in which the predictor variables self-perceived competencies, learning
conceptions, performed learning activities, and personality traits from the first
measurement (at the beginning of the academic year) were regressed on the assessment
scores after the first semester and after the second semester, respectively (criterion
variables).

Structural equation modelling, by means of AMOS 3.6, was used to analyse the
relations between the measured variables (Boomsma, 2000). The analyses used a
covariance matrix. Estimates were made by the maximum likelihood method. A
tentative initial model was specified, based on theoretical considerations and on the
findings in the correlation matrix (see Appendix I). The initial model was tested and
moditied. Statistical and theoretical considerations served as criteria to improve the
model. To evaluate the model multiple fit indices were used. In addition to chi-squares
as a measure of overall fit, the GFI, IFI, CFl and RMR were used (Boomsma, 2000).

6.7 Results

6.7.1 Changes in personality traits, self-perceived competence, learning
conceptions, reported learning activities, and assessment scores

Results of the multiple analyses of variance are presented in Table 2. First, differences
were analysed between mean scores at the beginning of the academic year and after
the first semester. Next, differences were analysed between combined mean scores at
the first two measurement moments and after the second semester. Except for
`showing empathy', all other aspects of self-perceived social-communicative
competence increased significantly between the beginning of the academic year and
the end of the first semester. Results indicated that the first-year students became more
secure about their social-communicative competencies after the second semester.
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Table 2: Analysis of variance concerning self-perceived competence scales,
learning conceptions, reported learning activities, personality traits,
and assessment scores

Variable Mean F t t
Measurement 1 vs 2 1 f2 vs 3

Measummcnt: 1 2 3

Self-perceived compelence
Structuring a conversation 3.74 3.82 3.92 11.78"" 2.46" 4.13""
Showing empathy 4.48 4.46 4.50 I.04 -.63 1.27
Opening a conversation 3.99 4.32 4.33 40.30"" 7.07"` 5.34""
Being assertive 3.68 3.82 3.85 8.39"" 3.12"" 2.70""
Grilling 3.94 4.04 4.09 6.95"" 1.98" 3.40""

Learning conceptions
Constructivistic 4.49 4.33 4.32 7.95"" -3.54"" -1.95
Text-based reproductive 2.93 2.84 3.07 6.23"" -1.21 3.1 1""
Pragmatic 3.86 3.71 3.76 5.69`" -3.30"" -.29
Model-based reproductive 2.26 2.19 2.19 .67 -1.01 -.62

Reported learning activities
lnformal learning
Learning from info. sources
Learning from experts
Learning during traineeships
Role-play learning

Personalitv traits
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional stability
Autonomy

Assessnient scores
Multimedia test

p~.OS;..p~.01

3.01 3.14 4.10" 2.02"
2.32 2.42 2.11 1.45
2.93 3.18 12.50"" 3.45""
3.45 3.61 8.72"" 2.95""
4.05 4.01 2.08 -1.44

1.99 1.95 1.86 .18 .26 -.52
2.45 2.28 2.18 7.51 "" -2.82"" -2.68""
1.08 .75 .80 9.45"" -4.34"" -1.62
1.53 1.46 ].53 .67 -1.17 .27
1.26 1.43 1.44 6.52"" 2.83"" 2.34"

34 38 56 260.99`" 3.71 "' 22.89""
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In the beginning of the academic year first-year students favoured the constructivistic
and the pragmatic learning conception most. The two reproductive learning
conceptions were preferred less. After the first semester, the preference for the
constructivistic and pragmatic learning conceptions increased significantly. This did
not change after the second semester. The preference for the text-based reproductive
learning conception did not change significantly after the first semester, but it
increased significantly after the second semester. No changes were found with regard
to the model-based reproductive learning conception.

Results indicated three changes regarding reported learning activities after the
second semester. The students reported learning more informally after the second
semester than they did before (F (124,1) - 4.10; p ~.001). Learning from experts (F
(122,1) - 12.50; p ~ .001) and learning during traineeships (F (124,1)- 8.72; p ~ .001)
also increased. No significant differences were found with respect to learning from
information sources and role-play learning.

Three out of five personality traits changed during the first academic year.
Agreeableness decreased after the first semester (t --2.82; p ~ .001) and decreased
even more after the second semester (t --2.68; p ~.OS), while autonomy increased
after the first semester (t - 2.83) and increased more after the second semester (t -
2.34; p ~ .OS). The reported scores on conscientiousness became significantly lower
after the first semester (t --4.34; p ~ .01) and remained at the same level after the
second semester. Extraversion and emotional stability appeared to be rather stable
personality traits during the first academic year.
Assessment scores on the multimedia test on communication were significantly higher
after the first semester (t - 3.71; p ~ .001) and even higher scores after the second
semester (t - 22.89; p ~ .001). Thus, as expected, social-communicative competence
increased during the first academic year.

6J2 Predicting assessment scores

Aspects of self-perceived competence, learning conceptions, and personality traits
reported at the beginning of the academic year were used as predictor variables to
predict assessment scores after the first and second semester. The results are presented
in Table 3. Most of the variance was explained in case of the knowledge tests
(criterion variables). Students' results on the knowledge tests were mostly dependent
on their learning conceptions (predictor variables). The model-based reproductive
learning conception explained the greatest parts of the variance in the first and second
knowledge test results (respectively (3 --.37, p ~.001 and (3 --.19, p ~.OS) as well as
in the two skills tests ((3 --.26, p ~.001 and (3 --.29, p ~.001) respectively. Self-
perceived competencies also explained part of the variance of results on the second
knowledge test (opening a conversation: (3 --.32, p ~.001 and grilling (3 -.27, p ~
.001). Conscientiousness also contributed to the portion of explained variance in
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results on the second skill test ((3 -.19, p ~.OS). Personality, learning conceptions, and
self-perceived competence explained no variance in the scores on the multimedia
assessments.

Table 3: Beta-weights of self-perceived competencies, learning conceptions,
performed learning activities and personality traits as predictors of
assessment scores of first-year social work students (N - 123) after the
first and second semester

Data first measure moment skills knowledge skills knowledge

Selrperceived competence
Structuring a conversation
Showing empathy
Opening a conversation
Being assertive
Grilling

After first sernester A~ter second semester

-.32'"

.27"

Learning conceptions
Constructivistic
Text-based reproductive
Pragmatic
Model-based reproductive -.26" -.37" -.29"' -.19`

Personalitv traits
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional stability
Autonomy

.19'

RZ .07 .14 .13 .18
Adjusted RZ .O6 .13 .I 1 .15
F 7.07" 16.05" 7.53" 5.64"

p~.05;"p~.Ol

6.7.3 Structural equation analysis

To test our hypothetical model, we had to minimise the total number of variables. To

set up this model, we used results from the product moment correlation matrix, a
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tentative structural equation analysis with all variables included, and theoretical
considerations. Two personality characteristics, emotional stability and extraversion,
were omitted from the model. For self-perceived competence we constructed one score
for each student, based on the student's mean score on the aspects of self-perceived
competence grilling ( Cronbach's a-.84), assertiveness ( Chronbach's a-.79), and
structuring a conversation ( Cronbach's a-.8S). These three subscales were highly
intercorrelated. Reliability (Chronbach's a) of the items of the combined three
subscales was a-.92. We used two learning conceptions, the constructivistic learning
conception and a reproductive learning conception. Therefore, scores on the text-based
reproductive learning conception ( Chronbach's a-.73) and the model-based
reproductive learning conception ( Chronbach's a-.93) were arranged into a mean
score for each student on a general reproductive learning conception. The reliability
(Cronbach's a) of this "general reproductive learning conception scale" was .91.

The results from structural equation analysis indicated that learning from
information sources and role-play learning did not contribute signitícantly to the
modeL As a consequence these two variables were omitted. The variables ` learning
from consulting experts' ( Chronbach's a. -.S8) and ` learning during traineeships'
(Chronbach's a-.69) were taken together, based on theoretical grounds and because
they correlated highly ( Pearson's r- .64). The reliability ( Chronbach's a) of this new
scale was .77.

Non-signitícant paths were omitted from the model. Paths were added when
modification indices were high and the suggested relations could be theoretically
explained. Figure 2 presents the tínal lnodel. It is a recursive model, with no corcelated
error terms. Fit indices of this model were: x~~df - 1.59 (p -.O6); GF1- .96; RMR -
.OS8; IFI - . 96, and CFI - .96.

6.7.4 Description of the structural mode!

Conscientiousness and agreeableness were positively related (.19). Paths ran from all
three personality characteristics to the two learning conceptions. Conscientiousness
directly affected the reproductive learning conception (.23) and the constructivistic
learning conception (.13) positively. Autonomy and agreeableness had a positive effect
on the constructivistic learning conception (.30 and .22, respectively) and a negative
effect on the reproductive learning conception (-.17 and -.37, respectively).
Two direct paths ran from personality characteristics to assessment scores.
Conscientiousness (.18) and agreeableness (-.21) had a direct effect on assessment
scores. No direct path ran from autonomy to assessment scores. Autonomy had a direct
effect on self-perceived social-communicative competence (.44), which in turn
affected the constructivistic learning conception (.23) and traineeships (.20).
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18 Assessment scores -.21

~

-.23

~

Informal learning Í~.64~

.20

Reproductive

.23 -.37 -.17

Conscientiousness

.l3

Self-perceived
competence

- .19

~~ -.22

.32

~

Constructivistic

.23 .30 .22

Agreeableness

Figure 2: Maximum likelihood estimates (standardised regression weights) for

the final SEM-model (error terms are omitted in the Figure)

A path ran from the constructivistic learning conception to learning during traineeships
(.32). The constructivistic learning conception also had a direct effect on assessment

scores (.45). The reproductive learning conception did not affect learning activities or

assessment scores.

,45

Traineeship
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Agreeableness had a direct effect on traineeships (-.22), which had a direct
effect on assessment scores (-.23) and on informal learning (-.12). Another direct path
ran from conscientiousness to informal learning (-.12). Informal learning had no direct
effect on assessment scores.

6.8 Discussion

6.8.1 Within-students developments

This study was set up according to a longitudinal, within-subjects design in order to
study intra-individual changes and to exclude generation effects. Longitudinal studies
are appropriate to investigate developmental trends in learning and thinking (Entwistle
8z Walker, 2000). These kinds of studies are scarce (Vermetten, Vermunt, 8z
Lodewijks, 1999a), but worth the effort.

During their first academic year many changes took place in students'
personality traits, self-perceived competence, learning conceptions, reported learning
activities, and assessment scores. Except for `showing empathy', which was already
relatively high at the beginning of the study, all aspects of students self-perceived
social-communicative competence increased. Assessment scores on comparable
communication tests also increased significantly. This implies that both social-
communicative competence and students' self-perceived social-communicative
competence increased during the first academic year. It is likely that students' self-
perceived competencies are in line with their competence level, as measured by
objective tests. Increases in actual competencies during the first academic year may
lead to inereases in self-perceived social-communicative competencies (Metz,
Caccamise, 8t Gustafson, 1997). It is also possible that first-year students' abilities to
judge their own competence level have increased as a consequence of formal
education. It is likely that students base their self-perceived social-communicative
competence initially on the view they have on their habitual ways of interacting with
others at the beginning of their education. These everyday interactions served as their
primary frames of reference, because they had not been trained in communication
before they started their social work education. However, after attending training and
instruction they develop competencies to judge their own social-communicative
competence more appropiately. Then they probably have more explicitly detailed
criteria to do so.

Even though we hypothesised, as Curry (1983) and Spencer and Spencer (1993)
did, that personality characteristics would be relatively stable in comparable contexts,
extraversion and emotional stability were the only two characteristics which did seem
rather stable. Agreeableness decreased continuously while autonomy increased
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continuously during the first academic year. Conscientiousness decreased after the first

semester. During the first academic year many changes took place in the students'
lives (Asselbergs, Fraaije, Hermanussen, 8z Verdaasdonk, 1994), because they started

a new education in a large educational institute. Many students lived at home with

their parents at the beginning of their education and then moved to students' livings.
Approximately ten percent of the students dropped out (selective drop out). All these
changes might influence the way students view the world around them and possibly

the way they view themselves. Students' learning conceptions changed, but the

constructivistic and pragmatic learning conceptions were favoured most during the
whole first year. The growing preference for the text-based reproductive learning

conception after the second semester might be explained by the social work
assessments. Assessment on social-communicative competence is important, but also
time-consuming and expensive (Smit 8c Van der Molen, 1996). As a consequence,
assessment of social-communicative competence is brought back to a minimum and is

predominantly summative. Summative assessment procedures may influence the
learning activities students deploy considerably (Tait, 1998). Students can gain
satisfying results on the knowledge tests by memorisation. This might encourage them

to memorise, and as a consequence, they tend to view learning as more (text-based)
reproductive. However, reproductive learning behaviour is not sufficient to gain good
results on the other assessments. This could explain why students also view learning
from a constructivistic and pragmatic perspective, even though the knowledge tests are
reproduction-oriented.

At all these measurements students reported role-play learning and learning

during traineeships most frequently and learning from information sources least for the
acquisition of social-communicative competencies. Learning from traineeships,
learning from experts, and informal learning increased during the first year. The

increase in learning from traineeships was due to the first year curriculum. In the
second semester all students were trainees for half a day every week and, as a

consequence, they reported more learning duríng traineeships. This also explains the

increase in learning from experts. They had ample opportunities to meet experts and
worked with them in the organisations in which they were trainees. Students reported

more informal learning than before. It is possible that students see certain informal

learning situations as `potential learning experiences', which they did not see before
(Eraut, Alderton, Cole 8z Senker, 1998). At the end of their first year, students gained

more instructional meta-cognitive knowledge (Elen 8c Lowyck, 1998) and, as a
consequence, they might view their learning activities differently.

6.8.2 Prediction of assessment scores

Students' personality traits, self-perceived competence, and learning conceptions,

measured at the start of their education, did not convincingly predict assessment scores
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at the end of the first year. The variance in the scores on the skills and knowledge test
scores could only be explained for a small part. The model-based reproductive
learning conception explained most of the variance in students' results on the skills
and knowledge tests. The students' characteristics, which we measured at the start of
the educational programme, are probably not stable enough; consequently, they were
no sufficient predictors of test results later in the year.

6.8.3 Towards an rntegrated model

In general, our model could be confirmed. Three personality characteristics
(conscientiousness, autonomy, and agreeableness) were found to be in the basic layer
of our model. As expected, autonomy influenced self-perceived competence.
Personality characteristics also directly influenced assessment scores, learning
activities, and learning conceptions. Vermetten, Lodewijks, and Vermunt (1999b)
found positive paths from agreeableness and conscientiousness to a reproductive
learning-approach. In our study we found a positive path from conscientiousness to the
reproductive learning conception and two negative paths from agreeableness and
autonomy to this learning conception. We also found that all three personality
characteristics had a positive relation with the constructivistic learning conception.
Students strongly prefer the constructivistic learning conception, but do not avoid
reproductive learning in the acquisition and development of social-communicative
competence. This is represented in the paths we found from personality characteristics
to the learning conceptions.

Autonomy is about being creative, intelligent, and imaginative and is often
found to be related to learning ability (Peabody 8c Goldberg, 1989). In our model
autonomy was not directly related to learning activities or assessment scores, whereas
conscientiousness and agreeableness were. Paths ran from personality
(conscientiousness and agreeableness, respectively) to informal learning and learning
in traineeships (negative relationships). This could be due to the circumstances in
which these learning activities take place; self-regulation is very important in informal
learning situations and in learning during traineeships (Van der Sanden et al., in press).
It is not possible to fully plan one's actions in advance. [nformal learning and learning
during traineeships require students to deal with incidents and to react adequately to
unplanned and often conflicting events, which might cause trouble for conscientious
and agreeable students. It is also possible that traineeships influence the way students
view effective communicative behaviour. Competent students have developed
adequate action theories (Van der Sanden et al., in press). In the first year, students
start developing these action theories, in which experiences in school learning and
practical learning are intertwined. Students may adopt a revised view on "right and
wrong" behaviour when they attend traineeships, which is not supported by the
knowledge tests in school. It is known that students rely on more "immature" learning
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conceptions (Entwistle et al., 2000) when entering new learning situations, like
traineeships. This might be reflected in their assessment scores.

Eraut et al. (1998) claimed that the greater part of learning takes place at the
workplace. In this case, it is extremely important to choose the coaches and
organisations, which guide the students through their traineeships, with great care. The
organisations, which are attended by social work trainees, cannot always be looked
upon as `positive role model organisations'. From a constructivistic viewpoint it is
most likely that students might intuitively develop guidelines for professional
communicative behaviour from their observations in trainee organisations. They might
experience conflicts between formal learning in school and learning experiences in
informal and traineeship environments (Van der Sanden et al., 2000). This might lead
to misconceptions (Biemans, 1997), which lead to worse assessment scores.

Conscientiousness affects students' assessment scores directly, probably
because conscientious students are serious and responsible students motivated to
achieve (Peabody 8z Goldberg, 1989; Snow et al., 1996). Agreeableness also had a
direct negative effect on assessment scores. Agreeableness refers to being friendly,
flexible and cooperative. Although such characteristics can be helpful, they might also
cause trouble in professional situations in which problematic dialogues with non-
cooperative, helpless or desperate clients require firm behaviour. In role-play tests
agreeable students, who do not explicitly ask many (painful) questions to their clients
(grilling), will probably fail the test. We found that students scored significantly lower
on agreeableness at the end of the year than they did before. However, it is also
plausible that agreeable students dropped out during their first year.

We would like to emphasize that our model is a starting point, which should be
investigated further. Studies with larger student samples and different kinds of
disciplines might shed more light on this model. In future research, it might be
interesting to compare personality characteristics, individual learning theories and
learning activities for more mature students to those of fírst-year students. Possibly a
more or less stable profile could be found for all students. Consequently, this profile
could be used to predict study success. We found that students' characteristics change
significantly during their first academic year and that assessment scores later in the
year could not be predicted convincingly using the findings at the beginning of the
year. In a further study we will search for factors, which can be assessed in the
beginning of the academic year and have the potential to predict study success later in
the year.
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Appendix I, chapter 6
Correlations among self-perceived competencies, learning conceptions, and reported learning activíties, personality traits and assessment scores at the end of the
first academic Vear ( N - 123 first-vear students)

I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Il 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

Se1J-perceived competence
1. asser --
2. grill .59" --
3. emph .Sl" 48" --
4. open .46" .47" .48"
5. struc .58" .74" 51" 47"

Learning conceplions
6. const 23' .2ó ' .41" .36" 28" --
7. text 13 -.04 06 .O8 .03 22' --
8. prag .20' .14 .32" .27" .20' .50" 50"
9. mode -.07 -.26" -.12 -.10 -.12 -.17 SO'~ 33"

Reported learning activrties
10. sour -.03 .07 -.04 -.02 .16 02 .26" 09 24" --
1 I. exp .13 .17 .24 06 27" 22' 12 .27" 15 .52" --
12. info .12 14 10 -.Ol l8 20' .20' .20' 21' .29" .46" --

30" .35" -. .18 38 .16 --13. role .34" 23' .28" .42" -.03 .25" 19'
14. trai .10 07 .IS .08 23' 40" .I I 23' 10 .4l" .64" 54" 42"

Personalitv traits
15. agre :10 .00 18 .17 .U6 34" -.O1 .24' -.23' -.23' -.10 -.01 11 02 --
16. cons -.02 07 .13 27" .10 21' .13 .24' -.06 -.04 12 00 .08 .17 .31" --

41" .43" 21' 29" -. -. .30" IS 22 07 --17. extr .38" .20' -.01 .I S 07 06 25" 00
.45" 34" 45" -.00 -. -. 20' .O8 41' 19 18 .04 55" --18. inte .56" .43'~ .43" 21' 25" 00 ~

19. stab .21' O8 14 .17 10 24' 14 31" 07 .03 .13 06 .17 .16 25" .07 45'~ 45"

Assessmentscores
20. asse .02 19' 06 02 08 27" 0] OS -.18 .OS -.03 .12 .I6 .15 -.09 .22 -.19' 04 -.OS

" Correlation is significant at the .O l Ievel 2-tailed; ' Correlation is significant at the .OS level 2-tailed

asser - being assertive during a conversation; gril - grilling; emph - showing empathy; open - opening a conversation; struc - structuring a conversation; const -

constructivistic learning conception; text - text-based reproductive leatning conception; prag - pragmatic leaming conception; mode - model-based reproductive learning

conception; sour - leaming from infotmation sources; form - formal leaming; info - informal learning; role - role-play leaming: trai - leaming during traineeship



Chapter 7

Discussion and Conclusions

In this chapter, fírst an overview of results from the five studies is presented. This is

followed by a reflection on the five studies together, leading to general conclusions.
Based on the tindings, some guidelines and recommendations are presented for
trainers and teachers in the field of social-communicative competencies, and

suggestions for designing powerful constructivistic learning environments are given.

This chapter concludes with suggestions for further research.
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7.1 Themes in this dissertation

The purpose of this dissertation was to gain insight into the processes of acquisition
and development of social-communicative competencies for social work students.
Moreover, attention was paid to the design and development of multimedia
instruments to assess these competencies. The empirical studies focused on students'
individual learning theories viz. self-perceived social-communicative competencies,
learning conceptions regarding communication, and instructional preferences,
students' personality traits, and the learning opportunities students encountered in
formal and informal situations. Relations between these variables were investigated,
and their predictive value with regard to assessment scores was examined. In the
following sections, theoretical backgrounds are given, and choices made in the studies
are explained.

7.2 The domain of communication

Social-communicative competencies play a role in almost all professional contexts
(Holsbrink-Engels, 1998). This is especially true in, for example, education,
management, and health care and nursing. In the last twenty years the interest in
learning conceptions, learning styles, and quality of learning processes has increased
in education in general and health profession education in particular (Cun y, 1983 ). As
a result, many studies on learning styles were conducted (Burwell, 1991; Busato,
Prins, Elshout, 8z Hamaker, 1999; Curry, 1983; Furnham, 1992; Jackson 8r. Lawty-
Jones, 1996; Slaats, Lodewijks, 8c Van der Sanden, 1999; Vermunt, 1996). These
studies focused on general learning styles, assuming that learning is a relatively
general process that operates in the same way across different content domains
(Wolters óc Pintrich, 1998). However, the way students approach learning may vary
between different content domains (Prosser, Walker, óz Millar, 1996; Stodolsky, Salk,
8z Glaessner, 1991; Vanderstoep, Pintrich, óc Fagerlin, 1996).

In this dissertation, a domain-specific approach was chosen. This position is
based on the assumption that more valuable insight can be gained, when the research
instruments used (in our studies: questionnaires) are as specific as possible. Thus, the
respondents can identify themselves with the context of the questionnaire and use this
context when answering the questions, which is supposed to reduce ambiguity. This
choice for a domain-related approach differs in two ways from the majority of studies
on learning conceptions and learning styles. First, other studies addressed general
learning styles without referring to a specific domain (Biggs, 1993; Busato et al., 1999;
Kolb, 1984; Marton 8c Síiljd, 1976; Schmeck 8t Geisler-Brenstein, 1989; Vermunt,
1996). Second, most studies on learning conceptions and learning styles are often
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about academic, or knowledge-oriented, ways of learning. In our study a competence

perspective rather than a knowledge-oriented perspective was taken.

The Institute for Social Work Vocational Education at Fontys University, which

was involved in our research project, wished to improve social work education by

taking students' learning styles into account and by introducing multimedia tests on

social-communicative competence. It was decided to perform a series of studies to

generate knowledge with the dual aim of improving understanding of processes of

competence development and creating more powerful learning environments. The

researcher, who developed the research program, acted as a project manager for the

two innovative projects.
Participants in the studies were all full-time social work students. Social-

communicative competence is the core competence for social workers (Vaalburg,

Neijmeijer, 8c Hutschemaekers, 1997; Winkelaar, 1998). However, this does not mean

that the studies and the research materials are relevant for social work education only.

All materials can be applied to other fields of education in which social-

communicative competence plays an important role, for example, in Teacher Training

Colleges or in Management Training. At this moment, the multimedia tests are used in

the educational programme for radiotherapists (Pisters, Bakx, 8z. Lodewijks,

submitted), social law and, evidently, social work. The questionnaires measuring

students' individual learning theories (ILT's) on communication have also been

implemented successfully in the Teacher Training Colleges (after slight adaptations).

In the next sections the research variables are discussed. We distinguished two types of

variables: student characteristics and variables concerning learning activities and

results.

7.3 Student characteristics: lndividual Learning Theories and personality

traits

From a constructivistic view on learning, learning is considered to be an active and

constructive process in which new information is connected to prior knowledge

(Byrnes, 1996). Learners actively construct knowledge and organise learning by

elaborating and restructuring idiosyncratic meaning structures. Learning occurs when a

learner actively constructs a knowledge representation in working memory; the learner

is seen as a`sense-maker', whereas the teacher is seen as a guide who provides

guidance and modelling with regard to authentic tasks (Mayer, 1999). Both previously

acquired knowledge structures and individual conceptions and beliefs about

knowledge and learning play a role in the way students select and interpret information

they are confronted with in learning environments (e.g., Pintrich, Marx, 8r Boyle,

1993). Students' beliefs about themselves as learners, for instance, are considered

crucial for acquiring competencies (Bandura, 1986, 1989). Personal interests, values
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and beliefs are aspects of a self-generated context that interacts with task features to
support learning by, for example, increasing and maintaining attention and the
activation of appropriate knowledge and strategies (Pintrich et al., 1993). These
variables are part of a student's Individual Learning Theory (ILT) (Van der Sanden,
Terwel, 8t Vosniadou, 2000). An ILT serves as a personal frame of reference, from
which a student selects and interprets information in the learning environment and
which influences his learning behaviour.

We expected that personality traits would play a role in the acquisition and
development of social-commtmicative competence (O'Hair, Friedrich, Wiemann, c4r
Wiemann, 1995). This is because learning to behave adequately in professional
communicative situations requires the active involvement of the person who interacts
with other persons. According to Van der Sanden et al. (2000), ILT's are composed of
conceptual and procedural elements, as described in the introduction (section 1.5.1). In
the studies reported in this dissertation all ILT variables were included, except for
personal goals and goal orientations.

Beliers about conzmirnication
In a pilot study, open-ended questions were used measuring the views students held on
communication and communicatively competent social workers. We found that first-
year students had traditional ideas about competent social workers. According to the
students, a social worker should be interested, open-minded, and friendly. Social-
communicatively competent social workers look healthy and trim, listen actively, nod
frequently, ask questions, and summarise continuously. The main conclusion was that
first-year social work students, had stereotyped views on communication in their
future profession at the beginning of their education. They had no differentiated view
of communication abilities of social workers.

These general findings from the pilot study were used to design guidelines for
the development of multimedia assessment on social-communicative competencies
(for details, see chapter 4). These findings were not used for the assessment in other
studies in this dissertation. More in-depth research would have been necessary in order
to construct a valid questionnaire on (ontological) beliefs regarding communication. It
was decided to focus on the three other ILT variables, because the results of the pilot
study and theoretical backgrounds were clearer in this respect. For deeper
understanding of the total ILT-concept, however, more insight into beliefs about the
content domain would be valuable, especially because students' views on the value of
social-communicative competence and the norms and values they hold in this respect
might influence the way they learn significantly. Novices and experts differ in views
they have on specific domains. Experts have acquired extensive knowledge that affects
what they notice and how they organize, represent, and interpret information in their
environment. This, in turn, affects their abilities to remember, reason, and solve
problems (Bransford, Brown, 8r. Cocking, 1999). This might be comparable with
differences in views between first-year students and older students.
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SelJ-perceivec! social-commimicative competence

In many studies self-perceived competence is found to be an important predictor of

performance (Bandura, 1986; Johnson, 1998; Kunnen, 1993; Rossum 8c Vermeer,

1994). The view students have on their own competencies, plays a major role in

motivation, choice of learning activities, test anxiety, goal setting, and eventually

learning results (Boekaerts 8t Seegers, 1994; Dweck 8z Leggett, 1988; Weinstein 8r

Mayer, 1986). Self-perceived competence is task-specific, implying differences across

domains of learning (Pintrich et al., 1993; Wolters 8z Pintrich, 1998). Based on

theoretical considerations a questionnaire was developed in order to measure students'

self-perceived competencies (see chapter 2). Students were asked to judge themselves

on 58 aspects of social-communicative competence, using a 5-point Likert scale. Five

aspects of self-perceived social-communicative competencies were found: structuring

a conversation, showing empathy, opening a conversation, being assertive, and

grilling. Scores on these five aspects can be used as an indicator of students' self-

perceived social-communicative competencies (see chapters 2 and 6).

Domain-related learningconceptions
Learning conceptions play a major role in the ways students approach or avoid

instructive situations (Chiou, 1995; Dweck 8c Leggett, 1988; Marton, Dall' Alba, 8c

Beaty, 1993; Marton 8c S~ljd, 1976; Vermunt, 1996; Weinstein 8z Mayer, 1986).

General learning style inventories are not tuned to the specific area of communication.

In order to measure students' approaches to learning with regard to social-

communicative competencies, we developed a questionnaire, based on findings of the

pilot study (see chapter 4) and on theoretical backgrounds, with 40 items on

communication-related learning conceptions.
Four communication-related learning conceptions could be distinguished in the

study we performed with regard to this questionnaire: a text-based reproductive

learning conception, a model-based reproductive learning conception, a

constructivistic learning conception, and a pragmatic learning conception. A text-

based reproductive learning conception is characterised by the view of leaming as

remembering sentences and phrases for retention. A model-based reproductive

learning conception emphasizes copying information and observed behaviour in

practical situations for retention without much personal input. The constructivistic

learning conception refers to processing information with the aim of building up a

meaningful, adequate personal action theory by elaborating and reflecting on

personally acquired knowledge and competencies. The pragmatic learning conception

refers to the view of acquiring social-communicative competence by selecting, storing

and using offered information from a utilitarian perspective, without actively looking

for new information or taking initiatives (for details, see chapter 2).
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Preferred learning situations
The third ILT variable we investigated measured preferred learning situations. Again,
we first investigated preferred learning situations, or 'instructional preferences' in the
pilot study. An open-ended question was asked about learning situations students
would like to be involved in, to become social-communicatively competent. The
answers provided us with many learning situations suitable for the acquisition of
social-communicative competence. Based on the findings of this pilot study and on
theoretical considerations, a questionnaire with 32 items about learning situations was
constructed. Again, students used a 5-point Likert scale to respond to the items. Five
kinds of learning situations were distinguished: formal learning situations, informal
learning situations, role-play learning, learning from information sources, and learning
during traineeships (for details, see chapter 2).

7.3.1 Personality traits

Next to ILT variables, which were central in all five studies in this dissertation,
personality characteristics were also included, because these were assumed to
influence learning (Busato et al., 1999), especially in the field of communication.
Differences in personality cause individuals to react to learning situations in their own
ways (Carver 8c Scheier, 1992). Personality and cognitive styles were found to be
related and, as a consequence, educational institutes should consider these individual
differences when designing learning environments (Furnham, 1992; Fumham óc
Gunter, 1983).

lt is assumed that personality consists of five superordinate factors, referred to
as the `Big Five' (Carver 8z Scheier, 1992; Mervielde, 1992). The Big Five personality
characteristics are extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability
and autonomy. Agreeableness refers to being friendly, flexible and co-operative.
Conscientiousness is about being thorough, task-orientated, systematic and careful.
Extraversion is about being cheerful, active, energetic and vigorous. Emotional
stability refers to being calm and relaxed, having emotional control. At a conceptual
level the fifth factor refers to openness to experience and autonomy. Autonomy (De
Raad Br. Van Heck, 1994), as we call the fifth factor, is about being creative,
intelligent, imaginative, autonomous and, as a consequence, being open-minded (see,
e.g., Hendriks (1997) for more details). In learning contexts, extraversion,
conscientiousness, and autonomy are often found to be the most relevant (Busato et al.,
1999; De Raad á Schouwenburg, 1996).

In the pilot study, we used the Berkely Personality Profile with 35 items. The
results of this pilot study showed that the reliability of this instrument was not
sufficient. As a consequence, we decided to use another personality questionnaire,
with more items and a higher reliability: the Dutch version of the Five Factor
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Personality [nventory with one hundred items to measure personality characteristics

(Hendriks, 1997; Hendriks, Hofstee, 8r De Raad, 1999).

7.4 Learning activities and learning results

Because students' learning activities are at the heart of processes of competence

development, we were interested in the activities students undertook when they were

involved in fonnal and informal learning situations. We were also interested in the

competencies these activities lead to. In our studies, learning activities were

considered as being involved in instructive situations, which lead to experiences and

behaviour from which one can learn. In this view learning activities are not restricted

to ways of information processing and learning strategies in school contexts. Indeed,

reading books, attending lectures, and talking to experts are examples of learning

activities, but learning often takes place in situations that were not explicitly designed

to acquire certain competencies (Lave 8z Wenger, 1991). Communication is always

imbedded in contexts, in which individuals interact (O'Hair et al., 1995) and, as a

consequence, students probably encounter more instructive informal communicative

situations than formal communicative learning situations. Informal learning is a

natural form of learning, in which students learn more or less spontaneously and

without much conscious effort (Boekaerts 8c Minnaert, 1999). Formal learning

activities are organised as part of the curriculum and initiated by the educational

organisation, whereas informal learning activities are more authentic, and situated in a

natural context (Brown, Collins, 8z Duguid, 1989; Onstenk, 1997; Reigeluth óc

Schwartz, 1989).
Based on the findings of the studies on `preferred learning situations' a

questionnaire regarding learning activities and instructive situations in the domain of

communication was developed. In this questionnaire a 5-point Likert scale was used

for answering the questions. Five learning activities were found: informal learning,

learning during traineeships (in particular, observational activities (Bandura, 1989;

Van der Sanden 8c Teurlings, in press)), learning from information sources

(Zimmerman 8r. Martinez-Pons, 1988), role-play learning (Holsbrink-Engels, 1998),

and learning from consulting experts (Zimmerman 8z Martinez-Pons, 1988). The last

four learning situations are more formally organised, in contrast to informal leaming.

Learning results
To examine the level of achieved social-communicative competence, we confronted

students with a number of communicative situations which were related to the future

professional context of social workers. Much research has been done in the field of

assessment of communication (Bellack, 1979; Canale 8z Swain, 1980; Eisler, 1976;

Holsbrink-Engels, 1997; Issenberg et al., 1999; Ladyshewsky 8t Gotjamanos, 1996;
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Schlundt 8t McFall, 1985; Smit 8z Van der Molen, 1996). A desirable strategy for
assessing social-communicative competence is by direct observation in the natural
environment or work settings which, however, may prove to be impractical or
impossible. As a consequence, paper-and-pencil tests, self-report inventories and role-
play tests have been developed (Bellack, 1979). We chose to use three different kinds
of tests to measure social-communicative competence. The first two tests have been
used within social work education for many years: a paper-and-pencil test measuring
knowledge and analytical skills concerning communicative situations, and a skills-
oriented role-play test. The third test, a multimedia test was developed for this research
project (see chapter 4), measuring professional attitude, knowledge and cognitive
communication related skills. We assumed that these three tests are indicative of the
student's competence level of communication. Though it would also have been
possible to use teachers' judgements on the competence levels of their students. We
did not include teacher judgements, however, in our study. We did not want to ask
more data from the teachers than we had already done. However, in a following study
it would be recommendable to use teacher judgements. In our institute teachers have
now become familiar with practise-oriented types of research. The increased
commitment and the availability of research instruments and procedures probably
create more possibilities to emphasize methods for judging competence.

7.5 Research questions

Each of the five studies in this dissertation had one central research question. The
central research question was "Which factors play a role in the acquisition and
development of social-communicative competencies for social work students, and how
do they relate?" Not all variables described above were included in every study.
Almost all variables were integrated in a model in the last study (see chapter 6). In the
next section the general research questions are answered, based on the results
presented in the previous chapters.

7.5.1 Which aspects can be discerned in sludents' ILT's regarding social-
communicative competence, how can these aspects be measured, and which
relations exist between ILT variables? Do frrstyear students, secondyear
students, andfourthyear students differ in their scores on tJre IL T variables?

To answer this question, three ILT variables were chosen, which seemed most relevant
with regard to acquiring social-communicative competence: self-perceived social-
communicative competence, learning conceptions with respect to social-
communicative competence, and preferred learning situations. For these variables
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three ILT questionnaires were developed, based on theoretical considerations and
results from a pilot study.

Five aspects of self-perceived competence, four learning conceptions and five
preferred learning situations were found; each of these variables could be measured
reliably (see also chapter 6). The variables within one questionnaire were significantly
positively related to each other, except for the constructivistic learning conception and
the text-based reproductive learning conception. Relatively strong relations were found
between learning conceptions and preferred learning situations. A constructivistic
learning conception went together with all five learning situations, especially role-play
learning and learning during traineeships. The two reproductive learning conceptions
correlated positively with preferences for learning from information sources. The text-
based reproductive learning conception also correlated positively with formal learning
situations. The pragmatic learning conception went together with preferences for
formal and informal instructive situations. Self-perceived competencies and preferred
learning situations were also related. Preferences for role-play learning went together
with all self-perceived competencies. The constructivistic learning conception
correlated positively with all factors of self-perceived competencies.

Differences between first;vear, second-year andfoa~rthyear sta~dents
Many differences were found between first-year students, second-year students, and
fourth-year students. In particular, the first-year students and the older students
differed in their responses to the questionnaires. First-year students were less self-
confident regarding structuring a conversation and opening a conversation than second
and fourth-year students. First-year students also reported being less secure about
themselves than fourth-year students with regard to being assertive during a
conversation. The second and the fourth-year students did not differ concerning self-
perceived social-communicative competence. The first-year students scored
significantly higher on the pragmatic learning conception, than the other students.
First-year students reported a higher preference for formal learning than the fourth-
year students.

The degree to which students preferred certain learning situations was mostly
dependent on their learning conceptions, though self-perceived competence was found
to be a predictor variable for preferred learning situations for first and second-year
students as well. The constructivistic learning conception was the most important
predictor variable for all groups. Self-perceived competencies explained part of the
variance with regard to role-play learning for the fourth-year students. The self-
perceived competence with regard to `structuring a conversation' and the
constructivistic learning conception were the most important predictor variables for
students' preferences for learning situations (for more details, see chapter 2).
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7.5.2 What role do personality characteristicsplay with regard to ILT variables?

ln a cross-sectional correlational study, relations between personality characteristics
and ILT variables were investigated, for first-year, second-year and fourth-year social
work students. Personality and ILT variables were related. Especially self-perceived
competence and personality characteristics went together. Autonomy and emotional
stability correlated positively with all five aspects of self-perceived social-
communicative competence. Extraversion went together with four out of the five
aspects of social-communicative competence (showing empathy, opening a
conversation, being assertive, and grilling). Personality traits and preferred learning
situations also went together, albeit less strongly than personality traits and self-
perceived competence. The preference for formal leaming situations correlated with
autonomy, agreeableness, emotional stability, and extraversion. No relations were
found between conscientiousness and preferred learning situations. Personality traits
and learning conceptions were less strongly related.

Personality traits played a role in the prediction of self-perceived social-
communicative competence. This was especially true for first-year students. When
comparing the year groups, personality played the dominant part in the prediction of
preferred learning situations in the fourth year. Fourth-year students' confidence about
different aspects of their social-communicative competence depended on
agreeableness, extraversion, autonomy, and emotional stability. Confidence with
regard to `opening a conversation' and `being assertive' was predicted best by
personality traits for all three groups. Extraversion predicted opening a conversation
best, for second and fourth-year students. In case of the first-year students, `opening a
conversation' was best predicted by autonomy, but extraversion also played a role.
Autonomy was the best predictor of `being assertive' for all three groups.

For first-year students, autonomy played an important role in predicting the
preferences for four out of five learning situations (formal learning, role-play learning,
learning from information sources, and learning during traineeships). In case of the
fourth-year students personality explained most of the variance in preferred learning
situations in learning during traineeships. Conscientiousness explained part of the
variance in the preferences for learning during traineeships. Agreeableness and
autonomy also explained parts of the variance.

7.5.3 How can social-comnra~ricative co~npetence be assessed hy multimedia?

Next to insight into "subjective" students' characteristics, like ILT variables and
personality characteristics, we were interested in students' "objective" level of social-
communicative competence, as measured by a test. A formative, self-regulated
multimedia assessment of social-communicative competencies for social work
students was developed. A pilot study revealed insight into students' specific
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characteristics, which might interfere with the use of multimedia assessment. This
insight was used to design guidelines for the development of assessment instruments in
order to tune the test contents and test procedures and principles to the students'
perceptions, instructional preferences, and personalities.

Based on these guidelines, a first version of a multimedia test was developed. A
quality expert meeting was organised to collect expert judgements on the quality of the
test and indications for improvement of the assessment. A second version of the test
was constructed and put on the Internet. All students reported having liked the
multimedia assessment. We found that it was possible to test a number of aspects of
social-communicative competence by means ofmultimedia, with the help of digital
video material. The use of Internet makes assessments available at any time to fit
curriculum needs and also resolves time and space constraints. The conclusion was
that this multimedia test was reasonably valid.

7.5.4 What kind offormal and informal situations are learning opportunitiesfor
the acquisition and development ofsocial-communicative competence?

A repeated interview study was conducted, to gain insight into students' views on the
instructive effects of situations regarding the acquisition of social-communicative
competence. First-year students viewed informal situations as being very instructive.
They contributed a crucial role to informal learning in the acquisition and development
of professional social-communicative competencies. After the first semester they were
of the opinion that more than half of the factors which had influenced their
development of social-communicative competencies were due to informal situations,
like talking with friends and relatives, (volunteer) jobs and outdoor social activities.
After the second semester the role attributed to informal situations had decreased, but
was still viewed as quite important. Self-perceived social-communicative
competencies and learning conceptions were only slightly related to the reported
instructiveness of formal and informal learning. However, self-perceived social-
communicative competencies appeared to play a major role in the way students judge
the instructiveness of formal and informal situations. Students' involvement in
instructive situations increased between the first and second semester. We assume that
students became more involved in all kinds of instructive situations and, as a result of
the educational programme they were enrolled in, their increased competence level
and participation in this study.
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7.5.5 Do ILT variables, personality characteristics, learning activities, and learning
results change during the ftrst academic year? Wl:at model can be developed
for the development ofsocial-communicative competence (containing student
characteristics, learning environments, and learning results)?

We followed the first-year social work students during their first academic year to gain
insight into the way scores on ILT variables, personality traits, learning activities and
learning results developed. Data were collected at the beginning of the year, at the end
of the first semester and at the end of the first year. At the beginning of the first year,
the students had experienced no formal social work education and, as a consequence,
did not possess much specific `prior knowledge' regarding social work education yet.
After the first semester, the students had attended five months of formal classes and
school based skills training. At the end of their first year, the students were involved in
traineeships, for half a day a week, during the last five months of this year. The
students' mean scores on the questionnaires were compared between the three
measurement moments.

Except for `showing empathy', all aspects of self-perceived social-
communicative competence increased significantly between the beginning of the
academic year and the end of the first semester. The first-year students became even
more secure about their social-communicative competencies after the second semester.
In the beginning of the academic year first-year students favoured the constructivistic
and the pragmatic leaming conception most. The two reproductive learning
conceptions were preferred less. After the first semester, the preference for the
constructivistic and pragmatic learning conceptions increased significantly. This did
not change after the second semester. The preference for the text-based reproductive
learning conception did not change significantly after the first semester, but it
increased significantly after the second semester. No changes were found with regard
to the model-based reproductive leaming conception.

The learning activities, which were reported by students, were only measured
after the first and the second semester. The students reported that they learned more
informally, that they learned more from experts, and that they learned more during
traineeships after the second semester than they did before. Three out of five
personality traits changed during the first academic year. Agreeableness decreased
after the first semester and decreased even more after the second semester, while
autonomy increased after the first semester and increased further after the second
semester. Scores on conscientiousness became significantly lower after the first
semester and remained at the same level after the second semester. Extraversion and
emotional stability appeared to be rather stable personality traits during the first
academic year. Assessment scores on the multimedia test on communication were
significantly higher after the first semester and even higher after the second semester.
As expected social-communicative competence increased during the first academic
year.
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Scores on self-perceived competence, learning conceptions, and personality
traits reported at the beginning of the aca~lemicyear were used as predictor variables
to predict assessment scores after the first and second semester. The scores on the two
knowledge tests and the two skills tests were only weakly dependent on self-perceived
competence, learning conceptions, and personality traits. Personality traits, learning
conceptions, and self-perceived competence explained no variance in the scores on the
multimedia assessments.

A model on the development of social-communicative competence was
developed and tested. Almost all aspects, studied in the first chapters, were brought
together in this model. The first-year social work students provided the data for this
model at the end of their first academic year. The model is shaped like an iceberg: the

basic layer represents personality characteristics, the second layer represents self-
perceived social-communicative competencies, and the third layer represents learning
conceptions. The variables in these three layers are not directly observable. The fourth

layer represents students' learning activities and the top of the iceberg consists of the
learning results (assessment scores). The variables in these latter two layers are more
or less observable. This model seemed to be a good starting point, from which an
integrated domain-related model for the development of competence could be further

developed. It contributed to gaining insight into the role of students' characteristics
(personality characteristics, self-perceived competence, and learning conceptions) in
the development of social-communicative competencies.

7.5.6 Overall conclusions regardingthe five studies

In the second chapter, differences between first-year, second-year, and fourth-year
students were investigated. The most important finding was that first-year students
differed in many aspects from second and fourth-year students. The latter two groups
did not differ much from each other. So with regard to the variables investigated in our

study, it seems that differences occur mainly between first-year students and older
students. In chapter 6 developmental trends were studied. In this study we looked at
differences in scores from first-year students at the start of their academic year, at the

end of their first semester, and at the end of their second semester. Many differences
were found, implying that students experience many changes in their views on
learning, in the learning activities they deploy and even in their personality traits. This
is probably due to the many changes they experience in this phase of life (Asselbergs,
Fraaije, Hermanussen, 8t Verdaasdonk, 1994). It is interesting to compare the scores of

the first-year students after the first and second semester to scores of the more mature

students. We compared mean scores on self-perceived competence, learning
conceptions, reported learning activities, and personality characteristics for first-year

students measured at three moments, and second-year and fourth-year students

measured at the start of their academic year.
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The first-year students became more secure about their self-perceived social-
communicative competencies. At the end of the year their scores became comparable
scores on these scales from the more mature students. Their learning conceptions
became a little less constructivistic and pragmatic and a bit more text-based
reproductive, which is also comparable to the views of older students on learning how
to communicate. Taking a look at students' scores on the multimedia tests, after the
first and second semester, it seems remarkable that they scored even higher than the
older students, at the end of their first year. However, we suspect that this might be
due to the increased experience in multimedia testing: at the first measurement
moment this was a completely new experience for all groups, causing more mistakes
than necessary.

With regard to reported learning activities we did not find many differences
between the three measurement moments. First-year students' scores regarding
learning during traineeships increased, but this is because they started their
traineeships at the start of their second semester. Personality traits also changed during
the first academic year, except for emotional stability and extraversion. The first-year
students scored higher on agreeableness than the other two groups, at the beginning of
their first year. The first-year group also scored higher on conscientiousness than the
second and fourth year groups. Analyses of variance showed no differences regarding
personality-characteristics between the second and fourth-year students. At the end of
the first and second semester, the first-year students scored lower on agreeableness and
conscientiousness, and higher on autonomy, than at the beginning of the year. These
end-of-year scores are in line with the scores ofthe older students.

More research is needed to find out whether these `shifts from starting students'
profiles' to `mature students' profiles' indeed point to significant and rapid
developmental changes. In our study, the fourth-year group of students was rather
small; moreover, third-year students did not participate. When all social work students
would be engaged in a future study, a complete set of data could be obtained. At this
point, we would like to conclude that first-year students seem to be in a transitional
stage during their tirst academic year (for details see chapter 6) and that their ILT's,
deployed learning activities and personality traits seem to shift towards those of older
students.

In the next session we discuss in what ways the findings from the studies could
be used in practical situations. This is followed by implications for further research on
this topic.
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7.6 Designing powerful learning environments for the acquisition of social-

communicative competencies

The development and assessment of social-communicative competence receive much

attention, especially in professional contexts of learning in which communication
plays a major role. From a scientific perspective we were interested in student
characteristics, learning activities, situations within and outside the school
environment, and multimedia methods for testing social-communicative competence.

Therefore, we conducted the four studies (described in chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5) and
integrated most of these findings in a model in the fifth study. We described the
iceberg-model (for details see chapter 6) as a miniature model: a theory with a more

nan;owly defined scope of explanation (Snelbecker, 1999). In this part we deal with

the implications of our findings for the field of social work education, taking account
of the resources and constraints that exist there. From a perspective of `knowledge

producers', who need findings to provide answers, we tried to take the perspective of
the `knowledge users'(Snelbecker, 1999), like instructors, instructional designers,
curriculum supervisors, administrators, and other practitioners. Our findings do not

yield direct rules of practice, but can be transformed into suggestions for practical

situations.

7.6.1. Working with students' eharaeteristics as part of the eurrieulum

Students' characteristics are important in the way students acquire social-
communicative competence. ILT's influence learning behaviour, but are susceptible to
change during the first academic year. Personality plays an important role in
behaviour, too, especially in interactive situations, and has proven to be open to some

degree ofchange as welL Some personality changes are probably beneficial for the
acquisition of social-communicative competence, like the decrease of agreeableness,

but some are not, like a decrease ofconscientiousness.
An awareness of factors that affect learners' individual leaming theories can

assist instructional designers in creating more effective products or leaming

environments (Cennamo, 1993). In case of the development of multimedia instruments

for testing social-communicative competence, tuning the characteristics of the
multimedia assessment to students' characteristics seemed to be quite successful.

Regularly, students could be tested on ILT variables and personality to gain insight

into the characteristics of the students enrolled in the educational programme.
The results of these measurements can help instructional designers in

developing adequate tools and leaming opportunities tuned to the students'
characteristics. 1t would be useful to inform the teachers and mentors about ILT

variables, personality structure and the relatedness of these factors. Teachers can use
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this information in their classes: when it is foimd that many students have reproductive
learning conceptions, the teachers can explore these views and ask students why they
think they should learn reproductively, and so on. Teachers can also show how one can
learn from a constructivistic point of view and why that can be very fruitful. Probably
all teachers would like their students to aim at understanding and professional
development (Perkins 8i Unger, 1999). A good insight into students' ILT is a
condition for being able to optimally guide regulation of these (cognitive) processes.
Additional value can be found in the process of tuning teacher conceptions to student
conceptions (Entwistle 8i Walker, 2000).

7.6.2 StimuJating competence development by means of (digital) portfolios

It seems possible to create `profiles' of ILT scores and personality characteristics for
younger and older students. This might be interesting for students and teachers,
because the younger students might be enabled to compare their ILT scores, and
possibly their personality scores, with the scores of older students, or successful older
students. The mean scores of the older students, as found in our studies, could serve as
a starting frame of references, or benchmark. The mean scores of this `reference
group' should be maintained and updated by the years, by adding new research
findings.

The ILT questionnaires, used in the studies described in this dissertation, are all
made up of closed questions, with 5-point Likert scales for answering. The
questionnaires could be put on the Internet; students can complete the questionnaires
within the first three weeks of their academic year. It is possible to provide direct
feedback about the student's individual scores. This direct feedback gives students
insight into the concept of ILT and their personal ILT scores. This could be repeated
after six months and be integrated throughout the entire curriculum. Additional content
material and assignments (for improvement of certain aspects) can be included in the
feedback module (Parlangeli, Marchigiani, 8t Bagnara, 1999; Reigeluth 8t Schwartz,
1989; Schuwirth, 1998; Swaak, 1998).

We advise the teachers to start with a short introduction on ILT's and their
meaning for learning. Consequently, students can complete the electronic
questionnaires via the [nternet. The student receives direct, elaborate feedback, which
should give the student insight in his ILT and personality structure. In the educational
context, we advise assignments to focus on ILT. If students would like to work on
their personality, that is their own choice. In this stage we do not think it would be
justified to give students `personality assignments'; the personality part should give
students insight into their personality structure, which might help them to reflect on,
among other things, their behaviour. However, it can be very valuable to give students
assignments regarding their ILT's. Students should compare their ILT scores to the
scores of the older students and should reflect on this. We found that completing the
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questionnaires without receiving feedback seemed to be a reflective assignment per se.

However, it would be more fruitful when students work on reflective assignments in

this respect. Based on one's `ILT-diagnosis', compared to the protíle of older students,

the student can choose one ore two aspects, which he would like to improve or change.

Social work teachers could give guidelines as to what kind of changes would be
valuable for their education in this respect.

This diagnosis, comparison to scores of older students, reflection, and the

implications for learning should be captured in a personal development plan. In this

plan the student describes his scores, reflects on these scores, writes a reflection on the
comparison with scores of older students, and describes and explains the choices he

made for improvement. Special attention in the assignment should be given to
informal learning situations, because these were found to play an important role in
views students develop on all kinds of subjects. This plan should end with the way in

which the student is going to work on this improvement (what kind of activities, when,

how, with whom or what and so on). After six months, the student completes the
questionnaires again and compares his scores from the first measurement moment with
his scores from the second measurement moment. The questionnaires, the personal

development plan and the reflections can all be put in a personal digital portfolio

(Beijaard, Longayroux, 8L Tanner, 1997; Lea óz Evans, 2001; Tillema, 2000; Van
Tartwijk, Pilot, 8c Wubbels, 2000). Students can maintain this portfolio by themselves

and teachers can monitor the process from their own workplace. Working with digital

portfolios via lnternet makes the ILT questionnaires and the portfolios available at any

time to fit curriculum needs and also resolves time and space constraints (Erwin 8c

Rieppe, 1999; Hara, Bonk, 8i Angeli, 2000; Kieley, 1996; Parlangeli et al., 1999). ILT

questionnaires used this way could be valuable, flexible tools for actively working on
the improvement of the quality of views on learning. This process can be very valuable

to gain self-insight. In this way educational institutes can pay attention to working on
one's own personal improvement, which might lead to important self-insight

(Ladyshewsky 8c Gotjamanos, 1996).

7.6.3 Peer learning from a constructivistic perspective

The studies in this dissertation were conducted from a constructivistic view on

learning. Constructivists view learning as an active and constructive process in which

new information is connected to prior knowledge (Byrnes, 1996). Learners organise
learning by elaborating and restructuring idiosyncratic meaning structures. The learner

is seen as a sense-maker, whereas the teacher is seen as a guide (Mayer, 1999). The

process of acquiring social-communicative competence requires both individual and

social learning. We found that informal learning situations with relatives and friends

influence the way students view communication. The students even reported that they

acquired a significant part of their social-communicative competencies in informal
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situations, mainly in interaction with others. We would like to emphasize this `learning
with and from others'. Peer learning can be very valuable in the acquisition and
development of social-communicative competence. Students can learn from each
other's communicative behaviour and give each other feedback. It is also possible that
students attend traineeships not as individuals, but in pairs. In some cases students can
teach each other better than teachers can; sometimes it is easier to accept something
when information is min-ored by a fellow student.

In working on [LT's in the digital portfolio, students can also provide valuable
peer feedback and mentoring by, for example, electronic discussions (Hara et al.,
2000). However, students should be trained in giving and receiving feedback. Not
every student knows how to do this; guidance and rules will probably be necessary.

Working with peers on projects in school and via the Internet, can trigger
students' cognitive processes. The advent of Internet technology raises new
possibilities for co-working, even though students are not physically present in the
same place at the same time. Students can be triggered to rethink, activate prior
knowledge and reflect on one's own values, because a peer student asks him "Why?".
This works in the same way as cognitive apprenticeship strategies do. Together the
students can challenge each other and work on constructivistic principles such as
selecting relevant information, organising incoming information, and integrating
incoming information (Mayer, 1999).

These ideas fit into the social constructivistic view on learning, in which
interactions with others are central. From this perspective, learning is considered to be
a personal and subjective process of knowledge construction, giving personal meaning
to experiences and creating knowledge in interaction with relevant others (Van der
Sanden, in press). We think this perspective is most adequate with regard to the
acquisition of social-communicative competence.

7.6.4 Integration of informal learni~:g into the currieulum

The last suggestion for practical implications has to do with the power of informal
learning. Much is learned in informal situations (Boekaerts 8c Minnaert, 1999). In our
interview study we found that students report that half of all they learned regarding
communication, was learned informally. All kinds of learning situations probably play
a role in what students learn and how they learn. We advise to integrate informal
learning into the curriculum. In this way students can be made aware of the power of
informal learning. The students can be trained to see and create learning opportunities
outside their fonnal learning environment (Eraut, 1997). Students can exchange
experiences and can reflect on informal communicative situations they were involved
in. As mentioned before, these infornial activities should also receive some attention in
the digital portfolio, when students make a personal development plan to improve or
work on ILT variables. For example, then they can think about informal situations in
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which their personal views are formed or influenced. This might be a starting point to

integrate informal learning activities into the programme. However, more research is

needed in order to give specific guidelines for ways to integrate informal learning into

the formal curriculum.

7.7 Implications for further research

In this dissertation a start has been made with ILT-research regarding the field of

communication. More research is needed into the role [LT's play in the process of

acquiring social-communicative competence. First, it might be very interesting to

develop instruments and assess the two ILT variables, which were not included in this

dissertation: epistemological and ontological beliefs about the subjects that are dealt

with in a certain domain and personal goals and goal-orientations. The next step could

be the development of individual learning theory-patterns. Students' individual

learning theories serve as frames of reference to describe, categorise and explain

learning and school-related issues with regard to a particular domain. The investigated

ILT variables strongly relate to each other, but no patterns could be found, like real

`theories' between the three variables investigated. This might be possible when all

ILT variables would be measured.
It could be interesting to investigate the role of (informal) peer learning in the

process ofacquiring and developing social-communicative competence, and in the

development of students' ILT scores. It is very well thinkable that peer learning

influences the way students think about learning (learning conceptions) and the way

they judge their own competence (self-perceived competence). It is also possible to

work with peer assessment on social-communicative competence, and to investigate

the effects of this. However, peer assessment can only be implemented when students

are trained in assessment and judging their peers in a responsible way (Sluijsmans 8c

Dochy, 1998).
The model on development of professional competence, developed in the last

study, could be refined. More variables could be included and it should be validated

further. Additional research is needed in order to find out whether the `shifts from

starting students' profiles' to profiles of more mature students indeed point to

signifcant and rapid developmental changes. A longitudinal study, in which first-year

students would be followed for four entire years, could reveal more insight into these

developments. In our studies development was studied cross-sectionally and over a

period of one year, but this could be extended.

Further research could be done on the multimedia assessments: the reliability of

these tests should be increased. Of course, multimedia assessment is not limited to the

domain of communication, but can be used for many kinds of domains. Because of the

rapid development of information technology, we expect multimedia to be used in
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educational contexts increasingly, which makes research on this increasingly
important.

The instruments, developed in the studies described, could be transferred to
educational domains in which communication also plays an important role, for
example, Teacher Training Colleges, Colleges of Management and Health Care and
Nursing. ILT-assessment in these domains might reveal interesting insights.

An interesting and relatively new research domain is the domain of informal
learning. More in-depth studies on the role of informal learning, informal learning
strategies, and informal peer leaming could reveal insights into possible influences of
informal learning on competence development. When more is known about (the role
ot~ informal learning, it is possible to integrate aspects of informal learning into the
educational programme. It might be interesting to investigate in what way aspects of
informal learning can be integrated into educational programmes, and consequently to
which outcomes this may lead.

References

Asselbergs, L., Fraaije, W., Hermanussen, R., R. Verdaasdonk, R. (1994). Je bent hier
zeker voor het eerst: Dagboekfragmenten van eerstejaars str~denten aan de
Tec{znische Universiteit Eindhoven varz septenrber tot en met decernber 1993
(}'ot~ m~ust be herejor the ~irst time: Fragmerzts of diaries frorn,ftrst-vear
students,from the technical Univer-sitv in Eindhoven from September atp and till
December- 1993J. Eindhoven: Technische Universiteit Eindhoven, Studium
Generale.

Bandura, A. (1986). Social forrndations o~~thoarght and action,- A social cognitive
theory. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc.

Bandura, A. (1989). Self-Regulation of motivation and action through internal
standards and goal systems. In L. A. Pervin (F.d.), Goa1 concepts in personalih~
and social psl~chologv. Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Beijaard, D., Longayroux, D., 8c Tanner, R. (1997). Gebruik van het portfolio door
docenten in opleiding [Using the portfolio by student teachers]. Onder~oek van
Ondern~ijs, Oktober-, 35-37.

Bellack, A. S. (1979). A critical appraisal of strategies for assessing social skill.
Behavioreral Assessnrent, 1, 157-176.

Biggs, J. (1993 ). What do inventories of students' leaming process really measure? A
theoretical review and clarification. British Jormnal oTEdrrcationaJPsvchologt~,
63, 3-19.

Boekaerts, M., 8r. Minnaert, A. (1999). Self-regulation with respect to informal
learning. InternationalJonrnalof Edz~cational research, 31, 533-544.

158



Boekaerts, M., 8r. Seegers, G. (1994). Affectieve variabelen: Hun effect op

leennotivatie en leerprestatie [Affective variables: Their effect on learning

motivation and learning results]. Tijdsclrrift voor onderwijsresearch, 19(4),

297-300.
Bransford, J. D., Brown, A. L., 8z Cocking, R. R. (1999). Hoi1~ people learn: Brain,

mind, experience, and school. Washington DC: National Academy Press.

Brown, J. S., Collins, A., 8c Duguid, P. (1989). Situated cognition and the culture of

learning. Educcrtional reseracher, 18, 32-43.

Burwell, L. B. (1991). The interaction of learning styles with learner control

treatments in an interactive videodisc lesson. Eductional technologv, 31(3), 37-

43.
Busato, V. V., Prins, F. J., Elshout, J. J., 8t Hamaker, C. (1999). The relation between

learningstyles, the Big Five pesonality traits, and achievement motivation in

higher education. Personalih~ and lndividual Dif~erences, 26, 129-140.

Byrnes, J. P. (1996). Cognitive development and learning in instrzrctional contexts.

Boston: Allyn and Bacon.
Canale, M., 8z Swain, M. (1980). Theoretical bases of communicative approaches to

second language teaching and testing. Applied linguistics, 1(1), 1-47.

Carver, C. S., 8r. Scheier, M. F. (1992). Perspectives on personalih~. Needham Heights,

MA: Allyn and Bacon.
Cennamo, K. S. (1993). Learning from video: Factors intluencing learner's

preconceptions and invested mental effort. Educationa! Technolo~~ Research

and Development, 41(3), 33-45.

Chiou, G.-F. (1995). Beliefs and Computer-based learning. Educationcrl Technolog}~„

3S(5), 48-52.
Curry, L. (1983). An organization of learningstyles theorl~ and constructs. Paper

presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research

Association, Montreal, Canada.

De Raad, B., 8c Van Heck, G. L. (1994). Editorial. F.uropean JournaloTPersonality, 8,

225-227.
De Raad, B., 8t Schouwenburg, H. C. (1996). Personality in learning and education: A

review. EuropeanJorrrnalof Personality. 10, 303-336.

Dweck, C. S., 8z Leggett, E. L. (1988). A social-cognitive approach to motivation and

personality. Psvchological Review, 9S(2), 256-273.
Eisler, R. M. (1976). The behavioural assessment of social skills. In M. Hersen, 8z A.

S. Bellack (Eds.), Behavioural assessment: A practical handbook (pp. 369-395).

New York: Pergamon.
Entwistle, N., 8z Walker, P. (2000). Strategic alertness and expanded awareness within

sophisticated conceptions of teaching. InstructionalScience, 28, 335-361.

Eraut, M. (1997 ). Developing professional knowledge and competence. London: The

Fah~ier Press.

159



Erwin, T. D., 8c Rieppe, R. (1999). Computers in teaching: Comparing multimedia and
traditional approaches in undergraduate psychology classes. Teaching of
Psvchologv, 26( I ), 58-61.

Furnham. (1992). Personality and leaming style: A study of three instruments.
Personality and Individual DifJèrences, 13(4), 429-439.

Furnham, A., 8z Gunter, B. (1983). Sex and personality differences in selfreported
social skills among British adolescents. Journalofadolescence, S, 57-69.

Gordijn, J. (1998). Canputergestiarrdefeedback in modulen (Computerassisted
,feedback in modulesJ. Doctorul thesis. Enschede: Technische Universiteit
Twente.

Graham, J. A., Argyle, M., 8z Furnham, A. (1980). The goal structure of situations.
Ezrropean Journalof Social Psti~chologv, 1 D, 345-366.

Hara, N., Bonk, C. J., 8z Angeli, C. (2000). Content analysis ofonline discussion in an
applied educational psychology course. Instructional Science, 28, 1 15-152.

Hendriks, A. A. J. (1997). The construction of the Five-Factor Personalitv Inventorv
(FFPI~. Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, Groningen.

Hendriks, J. A. A., Hofstee, W. K. B., 8c De Raad, B. (1999). The Five-Factor
Personality [nventory (FFPI). Personality and Individual Differences, 27, 307-
325.

Holsbrink-Engels, G. (1998). Computer-based role plcrving.for interpersonalskills
training. Technische Universiteit Twente, Twente.

Holsbrink-Engels, G. A. (1997). The effect of computer-based role playing on the
development of interpersonal skills. Simulation and gaming, l8(2), 164-180.

Issenberg, S. B., McGaghie, W. C., Hart, I. R., Mayer, J. M., Felner, J. M., Petrusa, E.
R., Waugh, R. A., Brown, D. D., Safford, R. S., Gessner, I. H., Gordon, D. L.,
8c Ewy, G. A. (1999). Simulation Technology for Health care professional skills
training and assessment. Journalof the American Medical Association, 282(9),
861-867.

Jackson, C., 8c Lawty-Jones, M. (1996). Explaining the overlap between personality
and learning style. Personallndividual differences, 20(3), 293-300.

Johnson, M. (1998). Self-esteem stability: The importance of basic self-esteem and
competence strivings for the stability of global self-esteem. European Jnurnal
ofPersonality, 12(2), 103-116.

Kieley, J. M. (1996). Multimedia: Where are we now and where do we go from here?
Behavior Research Methods, Instriunents and Computers, 28(2), 300-304.

Kolb, D. A. (1984). The process of experiential learning. E.lperiential learning:
Erperience as the source of learning and development. Englewood Cliffs, N.L.:
Prentice Hall.

Kunnen, S. (1993). Ervaren controle en waargenomen competentie op de basisschool
[Experienced control and perceived competence in primary education]. Kind en
adolescent, 14(3), 194-204.

160



Ladyshewsky, R., 8c Gotjamanos, E. (1996). Communication skill development in

health professional education: The use of standardised patients in combination

with a peer assessment strategy. In J. W. Abbott, L. (Ed.), Teaching and

Learning within and across Disciplines (pp. 93-97). Perth: Murdoch University.

Lave, J., 8z Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitinaate peripheralparticipation.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lea, V., óc Evans, B. (2001, April). The culturalportfolio in beginning teacher

preparation: A practicalapproach to identifving and rethinking cultural

scripts. Paper presented at the American Educational Research Association

annual meeting, Seattle, Washington.
Marton, F., Dall' Alba, G., 8c Beaty, E. (1993). Conceptions of learning. International

Journalo~Educational Research, 19, 277-300.

Marton, F., 8r, S~ljó, R(1976). On qualitative differences in learning: Outcome and

process. British JournalofEducational Psychologv, 46, 4-11.

Mayer, R. E. (1999). Designing instruction for constructivist learning. In C. M.

Reigeluth (Ed.), Instructional-design theories and models: A new paradigm of

instr-uctional theory (Vol. II, pp. 141-159). London: Lawrence

ErlbaumAssociates, Publishers.
Mervielde, I. (1992). The BSBBS-25: A Flemish set of bipolair markers for the "Big

Five" personality factors. Prvchologica Belgica, 32(2), 195-210.

Metz, D. E., Caccamise, F., 8t Gustafson, M.S. (1997). Criterion validity of the

language background questionnaire: A self-assessment instrument. Journalof

Communication Disorders, 30(1), 23-32.
O'Hair, D., Friedrich, G. W., Wiemann, J. M., 8L Wiemann, M. O. (1995). Competent

Communication. New York: St. Martin's Press.

Onstenk, J. (1997). Lerend leren werken: Brede vakbekwaamheid en de integratie van

leren, werken en innoveren. [Learn to work in a learning way: Large

professional competence and the integration of learning, working, and

innovating.] Delft: Eburon.
Parlangeli, O., Marchigiani, E., 8t Bagnara, S. (1999). Multimedia systems in distance

education: Effects of usability on learning. Interactingwith computers, Il, 37-

49.
Perkins, D., 8r, Unger, C. (1999). Teaching and learning for understanding. In C. M.

Reigeluth (Ed.), Instructional-design theories and models: A new par-adigm of

instructional theorv (Vol. II, pp. 91-113). London: Lawrence Erlbaum

Associates, Publishers.
Pintrich, P. R., Marx, R. W., 8z Boyle, R. A. (1993). Beyond cold conceptual change:

The role of motivational beliefs and classroom contextual factors in the process

of conceptual change. Review of educational research, 63(2), 167-199.

Pisters, B., Bakx, A. W. E. A., 8r. Lodewijks, H. (submitted). Multimedia assessment

of social communicative competence for radiotherapist students.

161



Prosser, M., Walker, P., 8z Millar, R. (1996). Differences in students' perceptions of
learning physics. Physics Education, 31(1), 43-48.

Reigeluth, C. M., 8c Schwartz, E. (1989). An instructional theory for the design of
computer-based simulations. Journal o~'computer-based Instruction, 16(1), 1-
10.

Rossum, J. H. A., 8r Vermeer, A. (1994). Harter's vragenlijst naar waargenomen
competentie; een Nederlandstalige versie [Harter's self-perceived competence
questionnaire: A Dutch version]. Pedagogisch Tijdschrijt, 19(1), 9-30.

Schlundt, D. G., 8z McFall, R. M. (1985). New Directions in the assessment of social
competence and social skills. In L. L'Abate, ót A. M. Milan (Eds.), Handbook
ofSocial Skills Training and Research (pp. 22-49). New York: John Wiley and
Sons.

Schmeck, R. R., 8z Geisler-Brenstein, E. (1989). Individual differences that affect the
way students approach learning. Learning and Individuul Differences, 1(1), 85-
124.

Schuwirth, L. (1998). An approach to the assessment of inedical problem solving..
Computerised case-based testing. Doctoral Thesis. Maastricht: Datawyse
Universitaire Pers Maastricht.

Slaats, A., Lodewijks, H. G. L. C., ói Van der Sanden, J. M. M. (1999). Learning
styles in secondary vocational education: Disciplinary differences. Learning
and insttzrction, 9, 475-492.

Sluijsmans, D., óc Dochy, F. (1998). Alternatieve toetsmethoden in studentgericht
onderwijs [Alternative assessment methods in student oriented education].
Tijdschrift voor Hoger Onderwijs. 16(4), 298-314.

Smit, G. N., 8i Van der Molen, H. T. (1996). Three methods for the assessment of
communication skills. British JournaloJeducationalPsychologv, 543-555.

Snelbecker, G. E. (1999). Some thoughts about theories, perfection and instruction. In
C. M. Reigeluth (Ed.), Instructional-design theories and models: A netiv
paradigm ofinstructional theorv (VoL II, pp. 31-47). London: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, Publishers.

Stodolsky, S. S., Salk, S., 8r Glaessner, B. (1991). Student views about learning math
and social studies. American Educational Research Journal, 28(1), 89-116.

Stricker, L. J. (1982). Interpersonal competence instrument: Development and
preliminary findings. Applied Psvchological Measurement, 6(1), 69-81.

Swaak, J. (1998). What-ir Discoven~ simtdatiats and assessment ofintuitive
knowledge. Doctorul thesis. Technische universiteit Twente, Twente.

Tillema, H. (2000). Leren van portfolios [Learning from portfolios]. Velon Tijdschrift
voor Lercrrenopleiders, 21(4), 15-21.

Vaalburg, A. M., Neijmeijer, L., 8r. Hutschemaekers, G. (1997). Beroep: Sociaal
pedagogisch hulpverlener. Een verkennend onderzoek naarpersoon, ti~~erk en
werkplek van sociaul pedagoglsch hulpverleners tn de gezondheidszorg.
Utrecht: Trimbos hlstituut.

162



Van der Sanden, J.M.M. (in press). Opleiden vanuit een constructivistisch perspectief
[Educating from a constructívistic perspective].

Van der Sanden, J., Terwel, J., 8z Vosniadou, S. (2000). New learning in science and
technology: A competency perspective. In P. R. J. Simons, J. L. van der Linden,
8L T. M. Duffy (Eds.), New Learning . Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Van der Sanden, J., 8z Teurlings, C. (in press). Developing competence during practice
periods: The learner's perspective.

Van Tartwijk, J. W. F., Pilot, A., 8z Wubbels, T. (2000). Naar een digitaal portfolio
[Towards a digital portfolio]. Toetsen en ICT in het hoger Onderwijs - SURF
Educatief; 36-46.

Vanderstoep, S. W., Pintrich, P., 8r. Fagerlin, A. (1996). Disciplinary differences in
self-regulated learning in college students. Contemporarv educational
psvchology, ZI, 345-362.

Vermetten, Y., Vermunt, J., 8L Lodewijks, J. (1999). A longitudinal perspective on
learning strategies in higher education - Different viewpoints towards
development. British JournaloJ~Educationa! Psvchology, 69, 221-242.

Vermunt, J. D. (1996). Metacognitive, cognitive, and effective aspects of learning
styles and strategies: A phenomenographic analysis. Higher Education, 31, 25-
50.

Vosniadou, S. (1991). Designing curricula for conceptual restructuring: Lessons from
the study of knowledge acquisition in astronomy. Joa~rnalofcurricularm studies,
23(3), 219-237.

Vosniadou, S. (1994). [ntroduction. Lear-tting and lnstruction, 4, 3-6.
Vosniadou, S., 8z Brewer, W. F. (1994). Mental models of the Day~Night Cycle.

Cognitive Science, 18, 123-183.
Weinstein, C. E., 8c Mayer, R. (1986). The teaching of leaming strategies. In M.

Wittrock (Ed.), Handhook of research on teaching (pp. 315-327). New York:
Macmillan.

Winkelaar, P. (1998). SPH: Basismateriaal voor opleiding en werkveld. ~Social Work:
Basic materialfor education and the professionalfield.J Utrecht: Uitgeverij
SWP.

Wolters, C. A., 8c Pintrich, P. R. (1998). Contextual differences in student motivation
and self-regulated learning in mathematics, English and social studies
classrooms. Instructional Science, Z6, 27-47.

Zimmerman, B. J., 8t Martinez-Pons, M. (1988). Construct validation of a strategy
model of student self-regulated learning. JournalorEducational Psvchologt~,
40(3), 284-290.

163



Dutch Summary (Nederlandse Samenvatting)

Ontwikkeling en toetsing van sociaal-communicatieve competenties staan volop in de
belangstelling, met name binnen educatieve en professionele contexten waarbinnen
communicatie een grote rol speelt, zoals het veld van sociaal werk. Ons uitgangspunt
was dat persoonlijkheidskenmerken en ideeën van studenten over het verwerven van
sociaal-communicatieve competentie een grote rol spelen in de manier waarop ze
sociaal-communicatieve competenties verwerven. In dit onderzoek is daarom gefocust
op de individuele Ieer theorieën (ILT) van studenten en de Big Five
persoonlijkheidskenmerken van de studenten. Naast shidentkenmerken spelen situaties
die studenten tegen komen waarschijnlijk ook een rol in wat studenten leren en hoe zij
dit leren. Dientengevolge hebben we ook onderzoek gedaan naar (leer)situaties die
volgens studenten relevant zijn voor het verwerven van sociaal-communicatieve
competenties. Het niveau van sociaal-communicatieve competentie van studenten kan
beïnvloed worden door hun specifieke kenmerken (ILT en persoonlijkheid) en door
situaties waarin ze verkeren. Om dit vast te kunnen stellen, moet dit
competentieniveau gemeten worden. Hiervoor hebben we multimediale Internettoetsen
betreffende communicatie ontwikkeld en getest. In het laatste onderdeel van dit
proefschrift worden alle eerdere studies samengebracht en geïntegreerd in een model
voor de ontwikkeling van sociaal-communicatieve competentie.

Doel van het promotieonderzoek was inzicht te verwerven in de ontwikkeling van
sociaal-communicatieve competentie van Sociaal Pedagogische Hulpverlening (SPH)
studenten. Meer specifiek wilden we:

~ inzicht krijgen in de subjectieve leertheorieën van shidenten SPH met betrekking
tot sociaal-communicatieve competentie

~ inzicht verwerven in de ontwikkeling van sociaal-communicatieve competentie van
SPH-studenten in hun eerste studiejaar

~ inzicht krijgen in de rol die persoonlijkheidsfactoren spelen in de ontwikkeling van
sociaal-communicatieve competentie

~ inzicht verwerven in formele en informele leersituaties die een rol spelen in de
ontwikkeling van sociaal-communicatieve competentie

~ sociaal-communicatieve vaardigheden kunnen toetsen met behulp van de computer
~ een model ontwerpen voor de ontwikkeling van competentie
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Deze doelen zijn vertaald in onderzoeksvragen die ten grondslag hebben gelegen aan
het ontstaan van een serie van zes deelonderzoeken. In het hier onderstaande wordt een
korte beschrijving gegeven van de hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift.

In het eerste hoofdstuk wordt het kader voor het onderzoek geschetst en worden de
gehanteerde begrippen verder uitgewerkt. Ook worden de algemene onderzoeksvragen
in het eerste hoofdstuk besproken.

Het tweede hoofdstuk heeft betrekking op het meten van ILT-variabelen. Een
individuele leertheorie is een persoonlijke theorie, die door een student als
referentiekader gebruikt wordt om onderwerpen en verschijnselen binnen een bepaald
gebied te beschrijven, te categoriseren en te verklaren. De beelden, opvattingen en
ideeën die de student heeft, vormen samen zijn individuele leertheorie. Een individuele
leertheorie is de basis voor leergedrag; op basis van de (mis)concepties die een student
heeft, ontplooit of vermijdt hij bepaalde leeractiviteiten. Het gebied dat in dit
onderzoek centraal staat is het gebied van professionele gespreksvoering van het
werkterrein van SPH-ers. Belangrijke elementen in een individuele leertheorie met
betrekking tot communicatie zijn:

1. ideeën en opvattingen van de lerende over de essentie van communicatieve
beroepsvaardigheden, ofwel `ontologische opvattingen';

2. opvattingen over leren in het algemeen en leren communiceren binnen de
hulpverlening in het bijzonder, ofwel leerconcepties;

3. subjectieve sociaal-communicatieve competenties;
4. persoonlijke doelen en doeloriëntaties;
5. opvattingen over de verschillende soorten leersituaties die zich kunnen voordoen

en de wenselijkheid van verschillende in aanmerking komende leeractiviteiten, de
inrichting van de leeromgeving en de rol van experts, leraren en medeleerlingen bij
het verwerven van sociaal-communicatieve competentie.

In onze onderzoeken hebben we subjectieve sociaal-communicatieve competentie,
domein-gerelateerde leerconcepties en geprefereerde leersituaties betrokken. In het
tweede hoofdstuk wordt beschreven vanuit welke theoretische principes de ILT-
vragenlijsten zijn ontwikkeld en hoe deze zijn getest. Aan dit onderzoek hebben
eerstejaars-, tweedejaars- en vierdejaars SPH-studenten deelgenomen. Met betrekking
tot subjectieve sociaal-communicatieve competentie onderscheiden we vijf aspecten:
het openen van een gesprek, het doorvragen, assertiviteit tonen, empathie tonen en het
structureren of sturen van een gesprek. De eerstejaars studenten schatten zich aan het
begin van het jaar veel lager in op deze schalen dan de ouderejaars.

Er zijn vier leerconcepties gevonden: een constructivistische leerconceptie, een
tekst-georiënteerde reproductieve leeropvatting, een model-georiënteerde
reproductieve leeropvatting en een pragmatische leeropvatting. Alle studenten scoren
hoog op de constructivistische leeropvatting, terwijl de eerstejaars ook hoog scoren op
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de pragmatische leeropvatting. Ook zijn er vijf geprefereerde leersituaties uit dit eerste
onderzoek gekomen: formele leersituaties, informele leersituaties, het leren van
rollenspelen, het leren uit informatiebronnen en het leren tijdens stages. Alle studenten
gaven aan graag te leren in stages en rollenspelen. De eerstejaars hebben een wat
sterkere voorkeur voor formele leersituaties in vergelijking met de vierdejaars. De
tweede en vierdejaars studenten scoren vrijwel gelijk op de ILT-schalen, terwijl de
eerstejaars op vrijwel alle dimensies verschillen van de ouderejaars. Leerconcepties en
subjectieve sociaal-communicatieve competentie blijken voorspellers van
geprefereerde leersituaties. Zo is, bijvoorbeeld, voor vierdejaars studenten subjectieve
competentie een voorspeller van leren via rollenspelen.

In het derde hoofdstuk is onderzoek beschreven naar de relaties tussen
persoonlijkheidskenmerken en de drie gemeten ILT-variabelen. Aan dit onderzoek
hebben dezelfde drie groepen studenten deelgenomen. De derdejaars studenten waren
op stage en konden daarom niet participeren. Persoonlijkheid en ILT-variabelen
hangen met elkaar samen, met name persoonlijkheid en subjectieve sociaal-
communicatieve competentie. Van de Big Five kenmerken speelt autonomie de
belangrijkste rol, met name voor de eerstejaars. Autonomie kan in redelijke mate de
geprefereerde leersituaties van eerstejaars en vierdejaars voorspellen. Voor de
eerstejaars geldt dat subjectieve competentie en geprefereerde leersituaties deels
voorspeld kunnen worden door hun persoonlijkheidskenmerken. Voor de tweedejaars
is de samenhang tussen persoonlijkheid en ILT-variabelen minder sterk. Autonomie en
emotionele stabiliteit zijn positief gecorreleerd met alle aspecten van subjectieve
sociaal-communicatieve competentie voor alle studenten. Ook extraversie hangt
positief samen met subjectieve competentie, behalve met het structureren van een
gesprek. De voorkeur voor formeel leren hangt samen met autonomie, meegaandheid
(agreeableness), emotionele stabiliteit en extraversie. Zorgvuldigheid
(conscientiousness) hangt niet samen met geprefereerde leerstituaties. Persoonlijkheid
en opvattingen over leren communiceren hangen minder sterk samen.

In hoofdstuk vier wordt verslag gedaan van het ontwikkelen van een zelf-
gestuurd meetinstrument voor sociaal-communicatieve competentie. Er wordt
beschreven hoe een formatieve, ofwel diagnostische, multimediale Internettoets over
communicatie voor SPH-studenten is ontwikkeld en getest. Hiervoor is eerst een pilot
study uitgevoerd, waarin studenten, onder andere, gevraagd is naar leeractiviteiten die
zij graag zouden willen verrichten om communicatief vaardig te worden. Op basis van
de resultaten van deze pilot study is een lijst met ontwikkelprincipes voor de
multimediale toets samengesteld. Indien de toets aan die principes zou voldoen, dan
zou de kans groot zijn dat de studenten hier graag mee zouden werken. Er is gestreefd
naar een goede match tussen studentkenmerken en kenmerken van het nieuwe,
multimediale toetsinstrument.

Met behulp van digitale videofragmenten is een toets ontwikkeld en beoordeeld
door een groep communicatiedeskundigen. Op basis van de feedback is de toets
bijgesteld en voorgelegd aan de studenten. De studenten vonden de toets leerzaam en
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leuk, vooral als zij direct feedback kregen. De toetsscores hangen samen met scores op
andere toetsen over communicatie. De betrouwbaarheid van de multimediale toets zou
echter verbeterd moeten worden.

Een interviewstudie waarin formele en informele leersituaties centraal stonden, wordt
beschreven in hoofdstuk 5. Een groep eerstejaars studenten is na een half jaar en een
jaar van hun opleiding geïnterviewd (twee keer dezelfde studenten). Hieruit blijkt dat
studenten veel informeel leren op het gebied van communicatie. Studenten gaven aan
dat er voor ongeveer de helft van de tijd informeel, dus buiten de school om, geleerd
wordt. Aan het eind van het jaar was dat volgens hen verminderd. Vooral het leren van
vrienden en familie, (vrijwilligers)werk, uitstapjes en hobby's zijn volgens de
studenten een bron van leerervaringen over communicatie. Subjectieve sociaal-
communicatieve competentie speelt een belangrijke rol in de oordelen die studenten
geven over de leerzaamheid van formele of informele situaties. Ook gaven de
studenten aan dat ze zich aan het eind van het studiejaar veel actiever betrokken
voelden bij allerlei leerzame situaties. Dit kan een gevolg zijn van het onderwijs, van
een verhoogd niveau van sociaal-communicatieve competentie of van het meedoen aan
het onderzoek. Ook is het mogelijk dat studenten bepaalde situaties nu bewuster
bekijken en zien dat ze daar mogelijk iets van kunnen leren op communicatief gebied.

Hoofdstuk 6 beschrijft het laatste onderzoek. In dit onderzoek is gekeken naar hoe
eerstejaars zich ontwikkelen met betrekking tot ILT-variabelen,
persoonlijkheidskenmerken, ontplooide leeracties en toetsresultaten. Ook worden de
variabelen uit de eerdere onderzoeken in dit hoofdstuk geïntegreerd in een model voor
de ontwikkeling van professionele competenties. Gedurende het eerste studiejaar
veranderen de studenten aanzienlijk: op alle gebieden zijn er verschuivingen zichtbaar.
De studenten worden zelfverzekerder, wat blijkt uit stijgende scores op de subjectieve
competentieschalen. De studenten zijn ook werkelijk communicatief competenter
geworden, althans de toetsscores vertonen een stijgende lijn. Ook een aantal
persoonlijkheidskenmerken verandert gedurende het eerste studiejaar. De groep
eerstejaars is hoger gaan scoren op autonomie en lager op zorgvuldigheid
(conscientiousness) en vriendelijkheid, of ineegaandheid, (agreeableness). De scores
op extraversie en emotionele stabiliteit bleven gedurende het eerste jaar gelijk. Ook in
leerconcepties en leeracties zijn verschuivingen zichtbaar, maar de onderlinge
rangorde in de schalen bleef gedurende het eerste jaar wel gelijk.

Het model betreffende de ontwikkeling van professionele competentie hebben
we afgebeeld als een piramide. De basis van de piramide wordt gevormd door de
persoonlijkheidskenmerken van de student. De tweede laag bestaat uit subjectieve
sociaal-communicatieve competentie en de derde laag representeert leerconcepties
voor het leren communiceren. Deze drie lagen zijn niet direct observeerbaar. De vierde
en vijfde laag van de piramide zijn wel observeerbaac Dit zijn respectievelijk de
ontplooide leeracties en de leerresultaten, ofwel toetsscores. De toetsscores vormen de
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top van de piramide. In dit model geldt dat de onderliggende lagen de bovenliggende
beïnvloeden. De toetsresultaten komen dus voort uit persoonlijkheidskenmerken,
subjectieve sociaal-communicatieve competenties, leerconcepties en ontplooide
leeracties. Voor dit model is statistische evidentie gevonden. We beschouwen het
model echter als een tentatief model dat nog verder uitgekristalliseerd dient te worden
in vervolgonderzoek.
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