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Abstrect

Contemporary teachihg.is concerned not 6nly with imparting 4nowledge

but with developing skills and strategies for fu'rther learning, This

paper describes the evaluation of an i-.ntroductory cognitive psychblogy

course intended to teach both' the concepts of cognitiy0' psychology and

their application to learning ,strategfes. The evaluation 'revealed

substantial: sucCess in affecting students' Self-reported study habits-

and modest success in affecting achievement in. later semesters. An

attribute-treatment interaction revealed that students high in anxiety

were particularly helped by the course.
1-
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Teqa-hing Learning Strategies

This article describes, our course "Learning to Learn" and our

evaluation of its effects. Part,of- my-motivation fon developing the.

t,

course was an increasing awareness that an important goal of. higher
.r.

education is to help our students.become,better life--Jan'g learners.

This not only involves providing a background of.knowledge, but also.
1

developing'Ioth motivation for continued learning and the skills or

strategies which will enable students to.be more. 'ffective in

continued learning. My belief that a course in learning strategies

would-be successful was strengthened by our recognition that

1-aboratory work in cognitive psychology was coming closer and closer

to practical problems of teaching apd learning in colleges and

uniyersities. We were also'encouraged by early reports of success of

. similar courses offered by Claire Weinstein, Donald Dansereau, Barbara

McCombs,' and Don Norman,
-0

After some 35.years of experience in teaching undergraduates,

particularly at the introductory level; it was clear to me that many'

of the prdblems students have in learning psychology courses were not

so much problems of lack of effort as they were problems of the lack

of skills i reading, learning fromlectures;sand lei&ning from other

students in discussion classes and in interactions outside class. All

through school, pur students have come through a syst4m in which the

teacher controls the cpntent of classes, assignments are made for

homework, and comprehension is monitored by the teacher: Students

cOme.through this ,s'ystem into a university setting in which they must
r

1' find and select appropriate courses, evaluate their owh. progress in

9
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'rel'atively infrequent assessments of 'achievement, and maintain

motivation over relatively long stretches. The,skills invol ")ed in

learning are seldom taught explicitly by teachers even though teachets

have ordered students to carry out activities' whiff inwporate imarly

of the strategies that are useful in learning, These skills have

typically not been discussed or made the direct focus of instruction.

Thus, although many students pick up effective!skills incidentally,

many do not.

A.second motivation for the course comes from my longstanding

interest in the problems of the student with high levels of anxiety
-4k

about achievement and testing. I recer;Ily reviewed the.thirty=eight.,

years of research we have carried out on these problems of anxiety and

the classrpom (McKeachie, 19(4). In an earlier study we demonstrated
lip

that highly-anxious students have difficulty, not only because their

anxiety during ta exam nations results .n poor test scores, but also

because their study 0 its -emphasize excesiye use of repetition and
,.

rote memorization rather than more effective strategies of learning
.

(Benjamin, McKeachie, Lin, & Holinger, 1981).
.

.

A third source of motivation for the course was concern about two

groups.ot students. On'e sulf.ii-oup was' minority students. Although
-k.

Michigan-has a higher per'centage.of black students than most other Big

Ten universities, our redruitment and ret/ention rates are less than We

would like. Many of these students°, I believe, could be more

successful with a better repertoire of learning strategies.

A second group I hoped to 'help ids,compo§ed of athletes, who 'are'
\

recruited foi'football, basketball, and other sporfs and promised, in-
.

addition to the standard financial aid packadmi
r
a good education.Ar,

-e"
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Many of these-students lack confidence and academic skills. I believe
/

that major college athletAcs exploits such students if they\do not get

a good ellcation. Obtaining a college degree does not neceSsivi4y.

-mean that one has gotten .a good college education.

1scription f the cQUrse, "Learning to 1,earn"

ci(/POur nurse was aimed.at frevhmen. Our goa-ls were to teach

cognitive psychology and to help students de\relop more effective

learriingistrategies, to practice them enough that they devej.op4some

Skill or at least th6ifirst stage of automatization, and to teach them
4

in a way that students became aware of the possibility of choice of .

strategy rather' than automatically studyihg in the same way in every

situation. Moreover, our *hope was that by emphasizing-the concept of

le'arning strategie§, students Would be lest inclined to attribute
2

failures to lack of a stable characteristic of ability and rather to
. 7

_attribute failuresito inappropriate choice,of strategy or to inadequate

effort.

The course leas designed to include both practice on learning

strategies and thelcognitive theory which explain's why the strategies

work. I hoped that as contrasted with.a study;hablts' course in which'

the emphasis was primarily upon a prescribed rout1ne of study, the

development of Understirding oT cognitive and motivational theory

.would enable students t8 modify and l'Se their strategies more,
7

effectively. In additioAs, this theorqtical knowledge would help the

students understand why the strategies work and make theffirmore likely
. -

to u§e them. Perlis et al. (1983)' terit this ."conditional-knowledge,"

pointing out that students ,need to know when and why to use strategies

if they are to be strategic learners. We also hoped that the attempt
S
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. to apply the concepts would facilitate the learning of cognitive

psychology. Thus both-the objectives of. a#cognitive psychology course
o

and the olijectives of study skills' programs would be better achieved
S

through their combinqion into a single course..

The course tarried 3 hour§ ofcourese. credit. It consisted of two
. -

one-hour lectures a, week, which I gave, pnd a three hour "tabotatotf--

meeting in groups of' 20 or fewer, taught by graquate studpnts. In the

laboratories students practiced learning strategies, discussed the

lectures and textbook, and carried out team research projects

involving development.and evaluation of a learning strategy.? We used

a textbook in cogriitive psychology 'intended-formore advanced students

(Bransford, 1979). Since the book 'was a relatively advanced one, I

seent more time in lectures reviewing and4'elaborating the book than I

typiAlly would kising a textbook more appropriate `for tire students'

background.

Measures

(Onesource of. evaluative data was, a group of self-report

measures, administered both at the'beginpipg of the semester-and at

the end of the semester. These measures included the Learning,and .'

Study Strategies Inventory (I4ASST) (Weinstein, 1982), a five -item test

anxiety scale a

1982),'and a me

..

meaiire-of .need for Cognition (Cacioppo & Petty,

ure of attributions,and expectancies for success and

failure.' A second outcome measure was grade point average in courses

following the Learning to Letirn course. We also interviewed a small

sample of the students during the year fbliowfng the course to give us

a better qualitative understanding of the changes reported on the

0e5,tionriaire. t
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Procedures

Although'it, was not possible to c t an experiment in wpich/

students were randomly_assigned/to our course, we were Ve to obtain

certain comparison groups. One such grovp consisted of students in

other.freshman psychology courses. A second comparison group.
dr

consisted, of students matched to our ptudents in aptitude scores who

had entered the university the year before our course. was offered.

The first group took the same measurs.of study skills and motivation

is our "Learning to Learn" students. For the second comparison group

we could use only grade -point averages as comparative measures

Results

The changes on our me-asprels of learning strategies, anxiety, and

need for cognition were posjtive, and as indicated in Table 1 changes

of the students in the "Learning to Learn" course exceeded those of-

students-in the comparison psychology courses:

lensert Table 1 about here

In our interviews, wefound that students particularly reported

that they had made use of the strategies included in our section on

test-taking, a result that was reflected in significant changeq on.the

test-taking scale of the LASSI- I .

With self-report measures one is always concerned about whether

the, changes reported are real or simply represent attempts to give the

!desired" answers. We are somewhat reassured in this instance by the

fact that there was a positive correleNionsbetween scoresion the LASSI

postte4 and later grade point averoge (.38, p<.001),

,
The Most critic al measure of Ole transfer of learning strategies

beyond our course is its impact upon grades in other cour4es. The

f
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f
results-here a're positive but not overwhelming. All of the eight .

comparisdns between our "Learning to Learn" 'students and the students .

in other courses favored "I4earning to Learn," but ttiedifferences are

smallprobably no greater than those produced by conventional study

skills training (see Table 2).

3

Insert Table 2 about here

As indicated earlier we were particularly interested to see the .

effect of our course upon students high in anxiety. The results hete

were gratifying. Pi.gure 1 shows that there was a significant

interaction between anxie4 and opr treatment, the "Learning "to Learn"

cou6e. As hypothesized, teaching anxious students better learning

strategies did results in improved achievement relative to other

students:

Insert Figure 1 about hire

Conclusions

I begin my second year of teaching the course (having had a

/ 4

,sabbatical in the interim) with the firm conviction that learning

strategies can be taught. Moreover, my con?ern about theli possibility

that the), might not genOTalize to other courses seems not to have been

botne out. Finally, Irbeli-ye that I. have a deeper understanding of -

some of the problems j.n teaching such A course.

I've been pafticularly 'concerned about those'students who
N

obtained.Ds and Es in my course, typically students who came to'class

infrequently or who simply lacked the basic skills needed to' read and
10-

understand the tptbook or to interpret my ]lectures in ways that would

enable them to pass our tests or to write satisfactory papers. I now

A

.
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l'`believe that foil( some- students being.advised by academic counselors to

Make a course like mine is in itself confirmation of fears about. low

ab,ility and that poor attendance may simply be the result of.a coping

strategy attempting to minimize the sense that one cannot adequately,

handle academics atsauniversity. If one were to make a sgreae deal of

effort to do.well in Psychology 100 and. still did poorly, this might

be an' even more crushing blow) ,to one's sense of, self-efficacy than

failure 'which can be attributd to not having made an effort at all:

-I think it is alsepossible that in some instances,

40.6'cognition, thinking aout.thinking, may actually interfere with

effective perf9rmance. After all, if one is making decisions about

learning strategies and is conscious that one is trying different
a

a.

strategies, a certain .amount of intellectAl capacity must be taken up

with this thinking and decision- making, which marsimply result)in

overloading or distracting the student from the business of,studying.
410k

Probably not all courses 1enefit from the strategi emphasized

in this cours!A eA. elabOration, questioning, looking, or main .

points, se'lf-monitoring, etc, SanNra Castenadasa the National

Autonomous University of Mexico reported$at the Interne, iOnal Congress

of Psychology in Acapulcd that-iria beginning chemistry course, the

-best, learning strategy apOdred to be one of repetition'and
f I

memorization. This may well be the case fora number of university
1111.n,

courses. even though we teach students to think of our techniques as .

strategies and of repetition and memorization
.

as an Oternative
.

. /(

strategy which may be useful in saMe.cases, f certainly emphasize

elaboration as generally being better, and this may interfere with

d
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achievement in courses tor which the student's traditional study

methods *re appr9priat6.
0,

I am also concerned about the impact of or course upon intrinsic
.o

motivationvfor learning. I began with the supposition that we could

develop motivation to learh--that as, students develop skills and

strategies fror learriing their sense of self-efficacy would increase

and with this greater sense of personal control, motivation would be

enhanced. Nonetheless, it rilay, well iooe t our heg'vy emphasis upon

developing learning strategies for this urse and for other courses,

we are being trapped into an(pmphasis upbn the instrumental value of
4

these techniques for gaining good grades. In.vdoing so we'may-actually

inhibit our goal of developing a4ense of curiosity and iiterest in

learning fbr its own sake. During the coming year we will be using a

reading log in which studebts are encouraged to do free reading, non-,

graded, and emphasizing reading f011owing the student's own interests

as rebated to the course. We hope this will enhance intrinsic

motivation for learning about learning.

to
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Table 1

,

3

V

Changes in SQPres

""K--

Introductory_
Learning to Lead Psychology Students

LASSItTotal'

Locus of Control'

Expectancy of Success

Need for Cognition

Anxieiy..

t
. 13*

. -.0rN

. 08*

. 05

-.08

IC

I.
-.05

'.The LASSI, indicates several scoires.foi. Information Processing,
4

Study Skills, Self-Testing, Scheduling "'Active Reading,

COncehtration, Test-Taking, Motivation, Note:Takingl Selecting

Main' Idea, School Attitude and StUdy Environment.
-00

'Negative-changfs in Locus of Control-are toward more internal.

*Significantly different between groups.

4
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Table
*IL

Treatment Effect

C.

Learning to Lea -rn upon Grades

I.

0

Fall Term

Learnipg to Le6.rn Comp'arison '81 caparison.'82.

Change A Change Change
M from GPA 1 SD M from GPA 1 , SD M from GPA 1 SD

GPA 1 2.65 ' 0.64 2.76' 0.52 2.95

c

GPA 2 2.77 .12 0.52 42.73 -.03 0.59 2.98
1

°, ,

GPA 3 2.75 .10 0.48 2.79 .03, 0.52 3.01

0.58

. 03 0.50
k

. 06 , 0:52

Winter Term
o J r '

n c

i m

GPA 1 2.74 0.81 ' / 2.89 -k

0:5:
HPQ

GPA 2 2.72 .02 0.53,
1

1

s
ey

.2.82 -.07 0.50 e

. 0
I-,Note." GPA 1 "-is the grade-point average for the semester students were taking-rtearning

cro

i

to Learn (for Comparison '81, the comparable/term) GPA 2 is the followfngmsemester. rl
fri ,

rtGPA .3 is the semester following GPA 2. (I)

cm
1

0 1-,

I-. a)

N. .p-- to .
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Low High

Anxiou's An4ious

Figure-I. Anxiety by TreatmeAt Interaction for Course Grade.
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