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Strateglic Learners i

Are Above Average College Students Strategic Learners

and/or Can They Be Taught to Be? A Case Study

Metaceszniton has Inctcasingly been mentioned as a requisite ability
In successful independent studying and learning from text. In this
sense, metacognition refers to knowledge and control of the self, task,
and strategy varliables which Interact for successful performance
(Flavell, 1979). It has been determined that metacognition is a
developmental tralt (e.g., Ackerman, 1982; Baker, 1979; Markman, 19773
Townsend, 1983) and the term "mature reader® often encompasses the
notion that the reader knows why, when, and how to apply specific
strategles appropriate to the task (Parls, Lipson, & Wixson, 1983).

Instructional research In this area has demonstrated that
metaccgnitive abilities, or metaccmprehension, can be developed or
refined through instruction (e.g., DeWitz, Carr, & Patberg, 1987;
Palincsar & Brown, 1984; Parls, Cross, & Lipson, 1984; Schmitt, 1988;
Short & Ryan, 1984). The target populations for many of these studies
have been younger readers or older students who have not yet acquired
these abilitles.

These efforts seem to be based on the premise that high achleving
students, that Is, "mature learners*, possess effective and efficient
learning and study strategies. On the surface, this assertlon seems
valld; however, anyone who has worked with college students might be

wary of such a claim 't I3 clearly worthy of Investigation.




Strategic Learners 2

Therefore, it was the purpose of this case study to investigate the
level of self-knowledge and strategic awareness that above average
college students possess, as well as to determine if students could
benefit from instruction in strategies, adapted from Schmitt (1988),
vhich promote increased levels of strategic, independent learning from

text.

HMethod

Subjects

The sample consisted of 14 students, 9 males and 5 females, from a
asmall private liberal arts university with high admission standards.
There were 9 freshmen, 1 sophcmore, 2 Juniors, and 2 senlors in the
group. The mean combined score on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)
was 1100 for these students. Three students (1 male and 2 females) were
dropped from the final analyses because they missed either the pretest
or the posttest session, leaving N = 11 for the data analysis. The
group was participating in a two-week workshcp on learning strategies
being conducted by the experimenter. The students had chosen to be
involved in the workshop, which was one of 10C courses covering various

topics being offered during a four-week winter term at the university.

Procedur

During the first session, the subjects completed a self-report

questionnaire designed by the experimenter to determine their current
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knowledge and use of reading and study strategies. The questionnaire

congisted of the following questions:

Describe how you read a chapter assigned for a class. Include all

strateglies you use, if any.
Describe how you study the chapter for a test.

Do you study differently for objJective tests (e.g., multiple

choice) versus essay tests? Describe how.

Do you take reading notes for assigned reading? If so, describe

the format You use.

Then they were directed to read a social studies selection, which
included first and second level headings, to write a summary of its
content, and to complete an opjective test with a multiple choice format
on the details. The summary served as a baseline measure for each
subject, providing information about his or her: (a) ability to discern
main ideas; (b) general comprehension; (c) short term retention of
Important ldeas; and, (d) ability to write summaries. The oblJective
test provided information about recognltloh recall of details.

The workshop sessions, which totalled 21 hours, included
Instruction in prereading, during reading, and postreading strategies
which would enhance independent learning and promote retention of
written material by increasing metacomprehension ability. That is, the
students were taught to engage in activities which promoted awareness

and regulation of cogiition which Included: analysis of a)
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sel f-characteristics related to the task, b) the characterlétlcs of the
text, c) the characteristics and demands of the task, and d) the use of
strategies as an interaction of the self, task, and text varliables.
Specifically, for prereading, subjects were taught how to preview the
material to determine text characteristics and actlvate hackground
knowledge, to generate prequestions, to formulate predictions/hypotheses
about the content, and to set purposes and make plans/strategies for
reading. For during reading strategies, subjects were taught how to
read to verify or reJect hypotheses and formulate new cnes, to answer
prequestions, and to summar ize subsections of the materials as a
monitoring strategy. As postreading strategies, the subjects were
taught how to check on their purposes and to generate a written outline
using elther a summary outline or semantic web outline format which
would help them clarify aﬁd remember the relationships among ldeas in
the text. The experimenter provided expliclt descriptions of, rationale
for, and instructions for using the strategies, providing appropriate
declarative, procecural, and conditional kncwledge. A college level
introduction to psychology text was used as the written material and
students crmpleted practice tasks outside of class.

During the concluding session, subjects completed evaluation
activities identical to the pretests described above which provided

information about their gains in the areas described.
Data Analvses

Pre and post written summaries were evaluated by comparlng them to

master lists of the main ideas for each paragraph in the selections.
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Scores consisted of the percentage of main Ideas included In each
summary. The objective tests were checked for the number of correct
answers, with the scores being the total correct. Paired student t
tests vere conducted on the summary scores and on the objective test
scores to compare the differences between achlevement at the pre and
post stages. The self-report questionnalres were 2nalyzed qualitatively
to determine the students level of awareness and use of strategic
learning strategles. More specifically, the experimenter generated a
1ist of 22 strategies or behaviors generally considered to be effective
for reading and learning from text, following Brown and her assoclates’
four part model wherein successful learning hinges on consideration of:
a) avallable strategies; b) iearner characteristics; c) type of text;
and d) purpose or task (Brown, Camplione, & Day, 1981). The experimenter
then evaluated the student self-reports for references to these
strategies or behaviors. Apparent knowledge of or use of a strategy or
behavior was counted as one point and the polnts were taliled for a

"learning strategy rating". (See table 1 for 1ist of strategles.)

Regults and Discussion

Table 2 presents the mean observed scores and standard deviations
for the pre and post objective tests, the pre and post summaries, and
the sel f-report measure, which was given only at the pre-experiemental
stage. Palred t tests results revealed no statistically signiflicant
di fferences between the pre and post objective test scores, {(10) =
0.36, p > .10, but revealed statistically significant differences

between the pre and post summarles, £(10) = 2.59, p < .05.

Y




Strategic Learners 6

Self-report Questionnaires

The self reports of study techniques revealed interesting
information on the paucity of effective learning strategies these
high-aptitude college students employ or seemingly are even aware of.
The students were given one point for each of Lhe strategies or
behaviors they mentioned from the list. The average score was only two.
By far the most common technique mentioned was the agz-old method of
underlining or highlighting the main points, with 7 of the 14 students
(50%) claiming this as a strategy for reading a chapter for a class.

The second most common te~-inque was taking some form of notes during
reading or studying, with five students (35%) claiming to do this. Two
students (14%) mentiop' 4 outlining, and there was one reference (7%) for
each of the following strategies: previewing, using graphic alds, and
checking text summaries. A&nd in terms of awareness of learner
characteristics or personal resources, one student mentioned that he
would change his strategy depending on *how confident I am with the
material”.

On a somewhat more positive note, it was evident from the
strategies mentioned that seven students (50%) are aware of the need to
adjust their strategies according to purposes; that is, these students
indicated they would employ different strategies for reading a chapter
for a class versus studying the chapter for a test or for studying for a
mul tiple choice test versus studying for an essay test. No references
vere made to any of the other effective strategies or behaviors !isted

in Table 1.
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These findings are consistent with the data reported by Simpson
(1984) where she found that college freshman had a restricted range of
study strategies, could rarely explain why a strategy was important to
their own learning process, had a single study strategy for most
learning tasks regardless of the content area, and had little idea how
to know or check when they were ready for a test.

However, one must be cautious about interpreting results frcm
sel f-report measures about study strategies. As Brennan and her
col leagues found (Brennan, Winograd, Bridge, & Hiebert, 1986), based on
observations, students do not always perform the strategies they say
they do. Since the strategies reported by the students in the present
study were rather meager in number and quality, the implication that

they might not do even the things they mentioned is disheartening.

Objective Tegts and Summaries

The students significantly increased their performance on the
summary recall measure but not on the objective test taken at the end of
the workshop. This latter finding was scmewhat surprising but not
totally unexplainable. The objective test was purposely designed to
test iiteral level detailed information to determine the effects cf the
strategy on remembering more specific information than would be
available in a summary recall. It was presumed that the summaries would
provide more global information and would make more explicit the

relationships (e.g., causal, sequential) among the ideas in the

selection.
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d There are two plausible interpretations of the data. First, the
I study strategy is effective but for only essay type response formats,
indicating that the information studied is learned at a more global
level and that specific literal level details are lost. Second, it is
possible that the objective test was comprised of questlons that were
too detailed to be realistic. The mean score was 75% so this is
unlikely. In either case, the students apparently benefitted frca the
learning strategy instruction as evidenced by their increased
performance on the posttest summary. It is clear that at least some
level of understanding and memory was affected.

The first interpretation, that speciflc strategies may be related
to posttest response measures, is consistent with what King and his
col leagues found when they trained one group of students to generate
summaries as a study strategy and another group to generate interspersed
self-questions (King, Biggs, & Lipsky, 1984). Thé'self—questlonlng
group demonstrated improvement on objective test measures but not on
free recall or essay tests, while the summary group performed

significantly better on both types, but with more robust results on the

essay type.

Conclusions

The results of this study indicate that even high-aptitude college
students, with a mean SAT score of 1100, are surprisingly deficient in
awareness and use of efficient strategies for learning from text. It
seems, however, that they can bcuefit from strategy Instruction which

' promotes increased levels of awareness of the variables of self, task,
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text, and strategy, at least for information that is included in essay
response formats such as summaries.

The purpose cf a case study is to generate, not corfirm or
disconfirm hypotheses, so the results of this research should:be
consjdered only tentative at best. It does, however, raise some
interesting questions for future research and instruction. If these
high-aptitude college students were so alarmingly deficient in their
knowledge or use of learning strategies, mlght we assume that all
college students would benefit from a learning strategies course? Would
students continue to use strategies learned? And should more emphasis
in learning strategy instruction be placed on adjusting strategies to
match the purposes for studying (e.g., for class discussions, for
objective tests, for essay tests)? There is much to be gained from

investigations of college studentz’ learning strategies.

11
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Table 1
Strategles or Behaviors for Effective Reading and Learning from Text
STRATEGIES

Previewing/Skimmning (title, headings)
Checking overviews

Checking summaries

Generating prequestions

Generating predictions
Underlining/Highlighting main polnts or terms
Taking notes

Outlining maln points

Annotating text

Using graphic aids

Reciting information

Checking on or answering preguestiong
Checking or predictions

Checking on comprehension (monitoring)
Summarizing

Happing ideas

Using group study techniques

LEARNER CHARACTERISTICS
Determining or activating background knowledge

Comparing task to personal characterlstics/resources

ERIC 15
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TYPE OF TEXT

Determining text characteristics

PURPOSE OR TASK

Determining or setting purpose

Choosing/Adjusting strategies according to purpose/task
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Table 2

15

Descriptive Statistics for Pre and Post Test Scores and Summaries
Pre Post
Measure n M SD M Sb
Objective Test 11 16.09 1.70 15.81 2.60
Summary 11 0.2703 0.166 0.4087 0.131
Self-Report 14 2.01 0.877 —_— -
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