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Our present knowlecdge of Study Methods
rests on a very shaky foundation.

It 1s necessary to concentrate on
renewed scientific research,

The intention of this Article is
to illustrate the reason for this and
to show how it can be done,

THE SCIENTIFIC BASIS OF OUR KNOWLEDGE ABOUT STUDY MBTIIODS

by

STEN C. POULSLN

WVhat are "Study liethods"?
What do we know obout them?
On wrat foundation do we
base this knowledge?

Why is research necessary?
Tow can it bLe conducted?
What is the use of it?

. This report is a translation of an article appearing in the
. Danish journal "Uddannelse 69" (Education 69), 1969 vol. 2
pp 354-364,




If yo1 wish to help a person to improve the knowledze and skills
he gets from the efforts devoted to a certain area of study, it
stands to reason that first of all you must try to isolate some
personal factors, which are most likely to influence the amount
of learning acquired by him.

Of such factors may be mentioned the interest taken by the
student himself in the subject, what he kmows ahout it already,
his mental capacity, his working method and finally, certain
personality characteristics.

Formerly, the fiist mentioned three faa*nrs were considered
of particular interest, whereas it was not 1:'i'ized that the
individual student's study methods might be :iv .ortant. On the
basis of educational experience and educational research the
following two assumptions have, however, been widely accepted
today.

1. The students achieving the best results work differently
from those, who do not do so well.

2. The latter group may to a wide extent learn something
from the way the "good" performers approach the learning
task and will thus be able to obtain far better results
from their studies.

It is important to bear in mind that it is a question of
assumptions only - both based entirely on subjective impressions
gained by teachers and students and on uncertain results from
small-scale investigations, So far they have only been partially
confirmed by research findings.

Confusing Terminology

The literature on study methods available in Denmark displays a
certain tendency towards a confusing terminology. Terms such as
"study habits", "study techniques" and "study methods" are being
used indiscriminately to describe the same thing,

O0f these three terms the first ore "study habits", is an
unfortunate choice for two reasons. Fdr one thing it hints that
it is a juestion of something rigid, a process that does not
require any great capacity for thinking., In the Danish language
the word "habit" as such moreover tends to have an unfortunate
ring of something negative.



The secori term, "study techniques", is also unfortunate
seeing that the word "techniques" generally is applied as
referring to less comprehensive ard clearly defined skills, It
secems very rcasonable to talk of "rcading techniques'", the
"techniques of note taking" etc. dut to use the term "study tech-
niques" as a designation for something that ranks above the other
two sceus rather confusing,

Consequently, it would seem nore appropriate if, in the
future, ar. effort was made to use the term study methods, which
is not encuwbered with the mentioned weak points and which,
moreover, offers an important advantage in two respects. For one
thing, it is a natural parallel to the term "tecaching methods"
and secondly, it is the term most commonly used in the English
literature,

Definition and Foundation of Knowledge: What are "Study Methods",

what do we know about them, and on what foundation do we base
this knowledge?

Study methods arce procedures which - in given circumstances -
may be applicd with advantage if cconomy of time and effort is
desired in the pursuit of the goal of one's studies.

The "given circumstances" refers to the overall study situa-
tion. As an example may be mentioned a situation where the student
sits by himsclf in his room faced with the task of reading up on
a special subject., As another example may be given the situation
where the student attends a leceturc and must try to get the full
meaning of what is said. Finally, as a third cxample lect us look
at the group=-work situation, whore a tecam of students arc to
investigate a certain subjcet matter and prepare a report on their
findings, Study methods must always be adapted to the study
situation. Though this may scem seclf-evidoent, it is mentioncd
nevertheless, for you may often come up against the mistakeon
belief that study methods arc patent solutions that may be applied
without modification in all possible learning situations. This is
far from always thc case, Study mothods yielding good results in
one situation may often be less productive of results in other
situations,

Aruntoxt provided by Eric:
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In short, study mcthods may bec said to comprise & number
of procedures believed to render the student'!s work more effective
- but it should be added that thesc procedures should be adapted
to the goal to be recached through these studics, thc

study situation and the student himself,

It is important to undcrstand that in this definifion of
study methods there is nothing to indicate whether they inercase
the dcgrece of independence displayed by the student in his worke
This dcpends cntirely on the requircments with which he is faced
from the teachers. 1If a precise rendition of textbook material
is requested, it would be lack of ceffectivencess to teach the
student to approach the lcarning task from the angle of critical
evaluation - it would bc more adequate to teach him something
about cfficient recitation teeclimiques,

In other words: If you tcach students to work indcpendently
without having to rely on their teacher and to learn the material
through critical evaluation, this will only make them sueccessful
in learning situations, wherc the teacher is preparcd to recognize
such an approach as being of value, If not, the independent
study methods arc more apt to cause trouble with teachers and
fellow-students both,

Another fallacy is that study ncthods arce aimed exclusively
at tecaching the students to work alone and will not teach thom
to contribute effectively towards group activitics, This is rot
the case, but it should be recognized that the group situation
requires the student to approach the task in a special manner,.

v orm

Limitations

The above definition of "Study lMethods" and the mention of soae
common mistaken belicfs have been held in rather gencral terms.
If we want to form an impression of the speeific content of tho
study methods, we shall have to look at the clvieo con-
tained in the manuals on study methods.

Here we find suggestions for working methods covering ncarly
all aspccts of the student's working process. Advice is given on
the planning of the activitics and the distribution of the time
spent on the study. There are instruetions about data retricval

1 4
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at the libraries and about effective techniques to be used in

note taking, and possibilities are meétioned of improving your
reading capacity. Distinction is made between the slow and
careful analytical method used when reading difficult textbook
matter and the swift skimmir f literaturc of secondary im-
portance for purposes of oracatation. Furthermore, methods are
described for learning of key-points and detailed advice is
given on how to prepare written reports and also wverbal reports.
Finally, also ther:z are many sensible recommendations as to how
to arrange your physical surroundings in the best possible
manner for study purposes. Much informction is thus availabdble,
which it would probably benefit many students to become acquaint-
ed with,

There are, however, some limitations because of which the
instructions available so far cammot be considered to cover the
situation fully but call for further action in an effort to
extend our knowledge on this subject through systematic invest-
igations into the problems of study methods,

One of the mentioned limitations is that on the whole, the
instructions cover mainly the Humanities. Students encountering
difficulties in the study of science derive no great benefit
from the recommended methods.

Another limitation - and one that is more serious - is
that we do not know whether the recommended methods can be
learned by everybody, or whether they are suited for some stu~
dents only and not for all of them, In other words: It is not
known whetlesr it would seive the purpose to provide lessons in
study methods for all students or whether it would only pay to
instruet a chosen few in such methods,

The Sources of our Knowledge

To understand the background for the mentioned limitations it
will be necessary to have a look at the sources of the advice
on effective study methods.

With a view to a2 study of this question an analysis was
made in 1966 of a number of publications from U.S.A., England,
Sweden, Denmark and Norway, As a result of this informal in-




vestigation it was found that practically all recommendations
were the product of one of the following procedures:

1) Copying of parts of other books on study methods.

2) A description given by the author of subjective ex-
perience gained by himself or by persons knowm to him.

3) Extensive generalization from psychological elpe.iments
in animal learning.

4) Extensive generalization from laboratory experiments
in human learning.

5) A description of the content of courses in study
methods which seem to have produced good results.

G) Results from descriptive investigations into the
behaviour of students when studying.

7) Results from controlled experimental studies of the
value of old and new advice and instructions relating
to study methods.

These procedures are listed so that the last mentioned are be-
lieved by the author to be those which provide the most reliable
information on study wethcds - while the first mentioned
sources ara rather unreliable.

Mcreover, it wzs found that the great majority of recommend-
ations and instructions were the product of the first four cate-
gories, while only an extremely small proportion of the content
of the instructions could be attributed to an analysis of ree-
sults derived from studies of the nature covered in the last
three categories.

Consequently, it must be concluded that what we know at
present about study methods rests on a very shaky foundation.,

If we wish to lmow for certair what study methods showld be
recommended under given circumstances as being the most adequate
in given study situations, it will be necessary to institute
scientific research of the above mentioned nature.

Why is Research necessary?

Many unsolved problems within the field of study methods may be
mentioned but most important are possibly the following three
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which, put together, form the basis for all work on study
methods:

1) Are there, in fact, any marked daiffcronce between the
working methods of different students?

2) Is it possible for students working in an inefficient
manner to learn the methods applied by the morxe effect-
ive students in their work?

3) Will the learning of such methods applied by others
really increase the former students! efficiency?

Many people feel that these three questions may be answered

in the affirmative, but so far this has not been completely
confirmed by research findings, IThis does not mean that they
may not be right in their agsumptions, but it must be realized
that it is not known for certain that this is the casv. - And
such certainty is necessary before far reaching decisions can
be made as to the place of study methods in the educational
systcn,

Por the solution of the mentioned three problems precise
deseriptions will be required of the procedure followed by the
studcnts in their studies, Failing such descriptions, it is
impossible to ascertain whether there are individual differences;
there is nothing to prove whether working methods rcally have
been changed as a result of lessons provided in study methods;
it is hopeless to diagnose the weak points of a given person's
methods, Finally, such descriptions are necessary before lessons
in study methods are provided in order to avoid that this will
mean an attempt at teaching the students something they already
know.

The seccond problem - whether it is possible to learn how

to apply other people's methods -~ is, in other words, a questiion ‘
of the studonts' response to lessons in study methods., This might
depend to a large cxtent on the indivilual student's personality
~ which is difficult to change.

The third probdlem - whether the learning of study mcthods

.applied by effective students really will increcasc the efficiency

of less cffective students - is simply a question of the extent
to widch apd the manner in which effective working methods,
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coupled perhaps with devotion of more time to the studics, may
counterbalance. a higher mental capacity and greater interest,
in other words a definition of the limits within which it is
possible to teach people to think and to solve probdlens.

Finally, there are two more questions, which have been
left unanswercd:

4) How can we dovelop study mcthods concerned with activi-
ties not covered by the available guides?
5) How can we best p..n the teaching of study methods?

More Research nccessary

You still comec across American student's guides written alrcady
at the beginning of this century. In content thesec old guides
rescemble the most recent publications on many points. Ducing
the past 50 yecars much work has been done in an effort to gain
expericnce as to the importance of study methods to learning,.
There is every indication, however, that teday it must be ad-

mitted that no further headway can be made based exclusively

on cducational expericence., The problems that were unsolved in
1910 have still not been worked out, and the only possibility
of getting any further scems to be by intensive educational
rcscarch.

In this respect the objection may be raiscd that many re-
ports are alrcady available on resecarch into the problems of
study methods and that an analysis of this material might posr-
s8ibly provide the answer to the above questions,

In order to test the validity of this objeection the author
decided in 1968 to revicew all reports on research into study
nethods listed in "Psychological Abstracts™ from 1927 to 1967.
It was found that the great majority of these reports could be
referred to one of the following two categorics:

One type of reports covercd deseriptive investigations
aimed at ascertaining how students a»tually set about learning
the material and in which investigations the observations were
comparcd against the scores obtained by the same students, their
personality ete.
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The sccond catcgory covered investigations for the purpose
of determining whether instruction in study methods helped the
students to obtain higher scores.

The results of the deseriptive investigations proved un-
tenable becausce of the following flaws in the research methods$

1) Nearly all investigations comprised questionnaires, to
be completed by the students themselves. One of the
results of this procedure was that the only information
obtained was data rclating to the topics covered by the
questionnaires. Another was that the information had
an uncertain validity.

2) The investigations did not ineclude the amount of time
devoted by the students to their studies.

3) The descriptions were confined to the situation at the
very time of the investigation or they were based on
the students'! recollection of their working methods up
till the time of tke investigation.

4) No direct obscrvations were made of working procedures
over any great length of time,

The results of the investigations in the scecond category un-
fortunately also turned out to suffer from weak rescarch designs:
1) Very few personal data on the participants were made

availablec. In consequence hercof it was impossible to
decide, on completion of the instruction, whether any
specific categories of individuals had derived a greater
benefit from the lessons than had others,

2) Where control groups were used they had as a rule been
matched solely according to differences in mental capaci-
ty~- and not in rcading capacity. This is unfortunate
considering that reading capacity is very important
when deciding the study methods that can be learncd,

3) The content of the instruction and the type of instruct-
ion were hardly cover described in sufficient dotail.

4) Nothing had bcen done to find out whether any studencs
whilc attending classes in study methods had adopted
the new methods in their work outside the classroom, and
whether any such students derived more benefit from the

-tRiC‘ instruction than did less active participants.

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.
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5) The methods intended to show whether the participants
had changed their study habits suffered from the same
weak spots as did the above mentioned desceriptive ine-
vestigations.

6) In extremely few instances only had any attempt been
made to asccrtain whether the effect, if any, of the
instruction was of a more or less permanent character.

7) Where the long-term effect had been investigated, no
check had becen made on the time spont by the students
on training study methods during their studies, i.e.
the investigators did not know whether the students
could be comparcd against onc another.

Unsolved Problens

The conclusion arrived at as to the value of the content of the
student's guides and of the cducational efforts made to intro-
duce better study methods may be extended to apply also to many
of the scientific investigations in this field.

It may be difficult to decide the rcasons for this, but
two important contributing factors may undoubtedly be pointed
out, For onc thing it was not until 5-10 ycars ago that it was
rcalized what sources of crror might threaten such investigations,
Sccondly, most of the investigations Zcofinitely scem to bear
the stamp of being a by-product of previously plannced education=
al programs, Often they began after instruction had already been
started, which made 1t impossible to carry out a number of im-
portant cxperimental variations, and as a result of which, what
was known about the students prior to the start of instruction
was vory incomplete,

Within educational psychology rarid forward strides have been

made during the past decade within the ficld of research methods,
This dcveclopment may be cxplained by the fact that intensive
studics now are being made to an ever increasing extent into the
reasons why so many rescarch projects have failed to yicld certain
regsults applicable in practice. In other words, the specific
sources of error confronting different tyres of cducational



11
BEST COPY AVAILABLE

investigations have been studicd,

As a result of these analysces it is .ow possible, with a
much greater degree of ccrtainty, to decide how cducational
rescarch should be planned to ensure definite results appli-
cable in practice,

Better rescarch designs

In the fcllowing some important rcquircments will be set forth
pertaining to investigations into problems related to study
mothods ~ with an cutline also of the new possibilities now
available of meceting such requirements.

Pailing complete understanding as yet of the circumstances
under which wide-~reaching conclusions may be drawvn from invest-
igations conducted as laboratory experiments bearing no resemb-
lance to cveryday life, the requirement first and foremost to
be made in respect of research on study methods must be that
the investigations be conducted in an atmosphere of recality
closcly resembling a life situation., The students should not
be obscrved in artificial laboratory situations but at the place
where they work: At school, at the university, when together
with their pecers, and in their study.

As the basis of sueh rcsearch, it is important to demon-
strate how students actually work under natural conditions and
to determine whether there is any systcmatic correlation betweon
the student's behaviour while studying and the scores subsequent-
ly obtained by him, cte. It is, therefore, of central importance
to concentrate mainly on observation and deseription of the
studonts' working methods but not at first on changing then.

In such investigations the following requircments may be
made as to rescarch methods:

1) The deseription shall comprisc the study situations that
are normal for the students and must not be confined to
brief sessions or to the students® recollections of what
happened some time ago.

2) The description shall not only cover the marmer in which
the subjeets are working but also state the amount of
time spent by them on different activities.
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3) Tac deseription shall include dircet obscrvati.n of the
work and not be bascd entirecly on questionnaires o
interviews,

4) On the other hand the descriptions should not be con-
fined to the bechaviour alone, but should alsc include
speeifiec aspecets of the individual student's line of

thinking,

Beforc these reoquircuments are met in a satisfactory way no pos-
81bility can be claimed to oxist of obtaining any definitc in-
formation on the manner in which students work.

The possibility of nmceting the above requircments cxists

beecause of three important methodological developments:

1) The preparation of spceial guide lines for the design
and testing of intervicw forms and cstablishment of the
proccdurc to be followed by the person conducting a
rescarch interview,

2) The rovrival of the "thinking aloud" ncthod where the
subjects of the cxperiment are taught to verbalize
certain choscn aspects of their line of thinking,., Here
the development of good portable battory tape recorders
has bcen very important.

3) The devclopment of technical material for closcd circuit
tclevision recordings, This means that the person conduge-
ting the investigation ncod not disturb the subjeets
by his prescnce, and that a playback of the video tape
will make it possible to study the coursc of cvents rec-
peatedly for analization of the material from differeont
roints of viow.

When you get to the point where you can work out realistic de-
seriptions of the manner in which the students work, it may be
desirable to oxtond the rescarch activitics so as also to come
prisc the effect of the instruction provided in study methods.

If such investigations into the impact of the instruction arc to
be carried out in a proper scicntific manner, the following rc-
quircnents nmust be net:

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.
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1) Some tiwme prior to the investigation a doscriptive study
must be carried out into tlic manncr in which the subjeets
arc working,

2) This study must be repeated immediately before introduct-
ion of the instruction.

3) The samplecs and the control group must be fairly cqual
as regards the distribution of acadcomic morks, I.Q. and
rcading level,

4) During the coursc of the actual investigation informa-
tion must be conipiled on: a) the total situation of the
cxperimental and the control group, b) the behaviour of
the teacher, and ¢) any oxtra activities in which the
subjects are ongaged apart from their lessons which might
be imagined to affect the benefit they gain from these
lessons.

5) Immediately upon completion of the instruction the dc-
scriptive study should be rcpeatcd oncc more.

6) For somec time after completion of the instruction in-
formation should regularly bdbe collected to show whether
the subjecets arc trying to apply the new study mcethods in
their daily work and the time devotcd by thom for this
purposc.

7) Finally, the descriptive study should be repeated a
last time to determince the long-time cffces of the in-
struction,

A rescarch projecet of this naturc wouid have to include inter-
vicws, questionnairces, scssions in thinking aloud, TV~reccordings
of the class at work, c¢tc., and the total costs involved would
be considerablc. Therc is hardly any doubt, however, that a
rapid return of the investment would be possible in the form of
a lower percentage of drop-outs and a noticcable rcduction in
the hours spent on studying for a certain goal.

The above vicws on the need for scientific investigations
may be summed up as follows: It must be admitted that our pre-
sent knowledge of the problems of study mcthods rests on a vory
shaky foundation. The problems to be solved arc known and also
how they may be solved, The main obstacle to the solution of theo
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rescarch tasks is the lack of technical aids, including primari-
ly the cquipment nceded for PV-iecordings.

Instruction in Study Mothods

When reading the previous chapters you mnight easily get the
impression that apart from scicntific investigations all other
action should be shelved, and that offorts should be concentra-
ted entircly on arriving at a solution of the fundamental prob-
lems, This, however, would be to jump to conclusions,

It has been pointed out that there is no certain proof
that it would bec of any avail to introduce lessons in study
mcethods. There is hardly any doubt in this respeet, and such
nroof must be produccd before arriving at far-reaching cxpensive
decisions on the placec to be assigned to study methods within
the cducational system. A study of available literaturc puts
you under the impression, though, that though we know nothing
for certain, necarly all recscarch findings and cducational ox-
perience within all fields secem to indicate the same thing:
that the formerly advanced fundamental questions may all be an-
swered in the affirmative.

Therefore, it would be wnfortunate if all offorts were
abandoned of tcaching the students to cmploy better study methods.
It is important, however, that the teachers who may want to work
with study methods should recognize that this is a question of
cxporimental teaching, and that, thorefore, they arc ospecially
responsible seeing that the results of their teaching may be
of decisive influence on the educational opinion as to the value
of introducing improved study mothods at our schools and acadc-
mics of learning,

What is the use?

One thing cmerges clearly from the cducational experience goined
so for: Unloss systemotically exposed to_external influcnce
students do not change their mode of working tc any great cxtent.
Methods promoting a more effcotive manner of working arc not
often the product of promeditation on the part of the studonts
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themsclves. Some methods are discovercd by a mere chance; others
through experiments made by individuals in an effort at getting
as much denc as possible within the briefest possible span of
time - others again are the result of thorough scientific reo-
search, The study mcthods we kmow today, therefore, frequently
represent an effort that is comparable with that preeeding other
technological and methodological achicvements - the most adequate
standard of comparison would in this respect be our Imowliedge cof
different teaching methods. To rejeet study methods while claim-
ing them to be nothing but a number of tricks that onec ‘/ould hit
upon without being told is, thereforc, an irresponsibdble approach.

Another airgument against the efforts made to introducce more
appropriate methods, however, deserves morc attoention.

This argument cmphasizes how reprchensible - almost inhuman
- 1t is to seck blindly for cfficicney at the cost of other -
and perhaps more important - aspcets of student activities sueh
as ce8, their interest in and satisfaction with a given assign-
ment, This point of view, however, is bascd on a misunderstanding
on two points:

First, a dircect comparison between the student's situation
and that prevailing in industrial work is not possible. In a
factory it may happen, and has in fact happened that the improve-
ment of the individual worker's cefficiency has been of small
benefit to himself. This, however, is not dircetly applicablc
to students. Herc it is the student himself who derives the
benefit of a more cffective working method, He will have morc
spare time and get better scores - or he may complete his studios
within a shorter pcriod and with better results.

Sccond, it is a mistake to launch the attack against the
cfforts made with a view to improving the working procecdure
rather than against the objeetive which determines the structe
uring of the work. If an educational program is aimed at making
the students more satisficd with what they are doing, thon the
instruction in study methods will be planncd cspceially for
aciicvenent of this cnd. If, in another cducational program, it
is dosired that the students shall acquire certain knowledge
within the shortest possible perind of time, other study mothods
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will be rceommended. In other words: Study methods arce means

of rcaching different cducational gools,., It would be more reason-
able to dircet thc eriticism at those goals rather than at the
working metheds determined by then.

It is quitc understandable that the alert is called, warne-
ing cgainst any tendency to strain after effceet, and a constant
critical ovaluction of new contributions within the fields of
cducation and training is important.

It should, however, be recalized that such critical attitude
to the introduction of effecectiveness into education to a certain
cextent is symptomatic of the affluent society, In developing
countries the situation is differcent. Here the main issue is to
enemwre the output of an cver increasing number of teachers,
and a great interest will, therefore, be taken in cducational
cfforts cnabling students to work more indcpendently, i.c. in
less nced of contact with a teacher. This is one of the points
which, in particular, shculd be born in mind when cvaluating
the c¢fforts made to develop new and better study nmetheds,
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