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Introduction 

A cours e uni t ma y b e well-written , bu t ca n th e reade r perceiv e th e 
writer's intention ? I s th e materia l a t th e righ t leve l fo r students ? 
Have they the necessary skills to extract the meaning? 

Skills o f thi s natur e ar e ofte n calle d stud y skills . I n thi s uni t we 
shall consider a range of study skills, ask how far we can expect students 
to have these skills, and consider how we can help them to acquire them. 

At the end of this unit you should be able to: 

* decid e if a unit contains sufficient guidance on study skills; 
* advis e a  write r o f case s wher e trainin g i n suc h skill s i s 

needed; 
* sugges t ways in which such training might be provided; 
* sugges t alternativ e way s o f presentin g materia l t o allo w fo r 

different approaches to study. 

The uni t start s with th e need t o teac h stud y skills . W e the n conside r 
their development, first by direct training and then by matching the level 
of th e tex t t o th e expecte d competenc e o f students . Thi s lead s u s t o 
consider usin g technique s suc h as pictures and storie s t o make materials 
more accessible to students with various approaches to study. 

The unit will take about one hour. Yo u may find it helpful first to look 
through Assignmen t B  about you r ow n students . Th e assignment will tak e 
one or two hours, and you will need a sample course unit to work on. Yo u 
can use the same one that you used for the last assignment. 
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1. Th e need to teach study skills 

A competen t studen t wil l b e abl e t o rea d a  tex t an d selec t fro m i t 
important points , classif y them , develo p arguments , formulate concepts , 
draw conclusions. A n inexperienced studen t may need help with all these 
tasks. Experience d students , too , may hav e difficult y i n copin g wit h 
certain subjects. Whe n students are in class, adjustments can be made to 
teaching an d individua l assistanc e give n t o hel p wit h stud y problems . 
With distant students , no such assistance i s possible. W e must therefore 
try t o presen t ou r teachin g i n a  wa y tha t help s student s develo p ne w 
approaches to study and new study skills. 

As yo u work on a text , ask yourself what skill s the student will require 
to handl e th e material . I s th e writer givin g th e student s enoug h help 
with developing thos e skills ? A  class teache r instruct s peopl e in study 
methods a s a  matter o f course . Teacher s ten d t o forget t o do this when 
they start writing. Yo u have to remind them. 

No group of student s will b e homogeneous i n their approach to study. W e 
cannot assum e tha t al l pre-universit y student s nee d hel p wit h makin g 
notes, and we cannot assume that all university students will already know 
how to do this. Anyon e studying at a very basic level will obviously have 
limited experienc e o f stud y an d wil l nee d a  great deal of assistance in 
learning how to learn. O n more advanced courses, some students will need 
more hel p tha n others , and th e writer must provid e enoug h hel p fo r th e 
weaker students so that they gradually accumulate more skills. 

How can this be done? On e solution is to provide special courses in study 
skills. Thes e ca n b e genera l o r relat e t o particula r subjects . Fo r 
example, the National Extension College has a general course, How To Study 
Effectively, and a  number o f shor t one s on suc h topics as writing essays 
for socia l sciences . A  genera l stud y skill s cours e usuall y include s 
advice on making a study timetable, organising a place for study, reading 
techniques, note taking and memorising, revision and exam preparation, and 
so on . Th e disadvantag e o f suc h course s i s tha t the y ar e studie d i n 
separation fro m th e main subjec t o f study , so that student s may fai l to 
apply the techniques to that subject. 

A secon d metho d i s t o teac h stud y skill s a t relevan t point s i n anothe r 
course. Thi s ca n b e don e directl y o r indirectly . W e loo k a t eac h i n 
turn. 

2. Direc t teaching of study skills 

As a course i s planned , it is possible to list a range of study skills a 
student require s t o complet e it . I f ou r knowledg e o f typica l student s 
suggests that many do not have these skills, we can teach them explicitly 
in th e course . Exampl e 1 9 show s map-readin g skill s taugh t alongsid e 
information about physical features of Africa. (Th e size of the pages has 
been reduced so that you can see both together.) 
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EXAMPLE 19 : Fro m ' S o c i a l S tudie s I I : 1  Af r ica : th e lan d an d th e 
p e o p l e ' , Lesoth o Dis tanc e Teachin g Cent re /Nat iona l Teache r Tra in in g 
Col lege , Maseru , Lesotho , pp.12-1 3 
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EXERCISE 1 

Pick out the following features in Example 19. Notic e how they are 
introduced. 

1. The explanation of the key 
2. The identification of the students own country 
3. Explanations of technical terms 
4. A comprehension exercise 

(5 minutes) 

Comment 

The introduction to map reading is done extremely well in this example. 
Help is given efficiently but unobtrusively. Th e style is quite different 
from a normal textbook, where the teacher would be expected to provide the 
explanations. 

Sometimes majo r stud y skill s suc h a s ma p readin g ar e covere d i n a n 
appendix to a course book or a special short booklet. 

Example 2 0 shows further direct guidance on approaches to a text. Thi s 
time, it i s fro m a n introductor y cours e i n socia l science . I t helps 
students wit h technica l vocabulary . Wha t stud y skill s does i t assume 
students have? 

EXAMPLE 20 : From 'Preparin g fo r Socia l Science' , National Extensio n 
College, Cambridge, OK, 1981, p.37 
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Comment 

The writer assume s tha t th e students have access t o a dictionary and can 
make 'intelligent, purposeful use' of it. Th e short exercise is in fact a 
reminder that dictionaries are a useful aid to developing vocabulary, but 
it assume s tha t th e student s alread y hav e som e skil l i n usin g 
dictionaries. Th e students are treated as more independent than those in 
the previous example. 

In bot h thes e examples , th e cours e writer s wer e tryin g t o mak e sur e 
students understood material presented to them; one taught them to read a 
map, the other was concerned with understanding a text. I n both cases the 
writers drew attention to difficulties. 

3. Indirec t approaches 

You ca n encourag e student s t o develo p stud y skill s withou t makin g th e 
students awar e tha t yo u ar e doin g this . I f yo u thin k the y nee d hel p 
picking out main points , you can make sur e such points are underlined or 
summarised separately . I f the y nee d t o develo p expertis e i n drawin g 
diagrams, you can make sur e diagrams i n the text provid e suitable models 
for the m t o copy , eve n i f thi s mean s tha t th e printe d drawing s lac k 
polish. Exampl e 2 1 presents a  furthe r idea . Rea d i t carefully, before 
going through the comments. 

EXAMPLE 21: Fro m 'The World of Science', National Extension College, 
Cambridge, UK, 1978, Volume 1, p.80 

Comment 

This writer assumes that students will find the distinction between force 
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and pressur e difficult . H e has therefor e presente d a n explanation which 
leads very gently to the formula, and leaves no room for misunderstanding. 
The passage i s deceptively simple . I t is worth examining what the writer 
has done to ensure that readers can pick out the main points: 

* ther e is a clear heading and an explicit first sentence 
* ther e are many examples 
* al l the examples are easy to understand 
* al l the examples are relevant, and connect well with each other 
* th e thir d paragrap h present s an explicit statemen t o f what th e 

examples show. I t is also short so that it stands out 
* th e formula, when it comes, is not forbidding 

The passage deliberately helps the student to learn the new concept. Th e 
writer has selecte d an d ordere d material s o that th e concept is not only 
clear but also easy to remember. 

4. Alternativ e ways of presenting material 

This uni t s o fa r ha s argue d that , since student s approac h studyin g i n 
different ways an d with different skills , we shoul d includ e i n our texts 
training i n stud y skills . I n addition , we ca n var y th e way we presen t 
material, to suit the experience or taste of different student groups. 

EXERCISE 2 

The las t exampl e explaine d th e difference betwee n forc e and pressur e 
in a prose description. Ca n you think of any other ways of presenting 
the topic in print, using the same examples? Not e down some ideas, 

(5 minutes) 

Comment 

You coul d us e picture s o r diagrams , or yo u coul d hav e a  stor y abou t a 
fakir. Thes e ligh t approache s migh t b e suitabl e fo r les s advance d 
students or for children. Yo u could present a series of problems - why do 
we sleep on mattresses and not beds of nails? - so that students work out 
the differences fo r themselves . Tha t approac h might sui t more advanced , 
independent students. 
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There are always several possible ways of presenting the same information. 
Remind writer s o f this , suggest possibilities , and choos e betwee n them , 
bearing in mind the kind of students you are aiming to teach. 

Example 22 shows how a lively presentatio n can lighten a potentially dull 
topic. I t i s fro m a  lowe r secondary-leve l correspondenc e cours e i n 
Commerce for young adults from Papua New Guinea. Th e meaning of value is 
presented through a story and with comments by a cartoon character. 

EXAMPLE 22 : Fro m 'Commerc e Grad e 7' , College o f Externa l Studies , 
Konedobu, Papua New Guinea, 1979, Unit 1, p.32 
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5. Som e problems 

How d o yo u decid e what hel p student s nee d wit h stud y skills ? Th e bes t 
guidance come s fro m report s fro m student s themselve s concernin g thei r 
problems. Yo u can , however , hel p writer s t o identif y potentia l 
difficulties by referring them to their experience of teaching the subject 
in a  class . The y may remembe r incident s whe n student s aske d fo r help. 
You ca n als o assis t b y imaginin g yoursel f a s a  studen t an d pickin g ou t 
points where you might have difficulty interpreting the material. 

Another difficult y i s to decide on th e starting poin t fo r teaching study 
skills. I t would be unrealistic to design every course as if all students 
had n o experienc e o f study . Writer s mus t decid e what competencie s the y 
expect th e average studen t a t a particular leve l t o have, must teach new 
skills, and mus t includ e revisio n o f som e o f th e more basi c skills , to 
compensate for students' insecurity and rustiness. Adul t distant students 
tend t o lac k confidenc e i n thei r abilities , an d thi s ca n lea d t o a 
cautious, restricted approach to study. 

What about the below-average student? Writer s ought to provide sufficient 
guidance fo r thos e who ca n struggl e through . Perhap s yo u can encourag e 
writers to recall one particular slow but steady student they have taught, 
and incorporat e i n thei r unit s th e stud y advic e the y gav e tha t person . 
There will always be a few students who are unable to cope, and the writer 
should not be expected to allow for them. A  course is set at a particular 
level, an d thos e wh o canno t manag e hav e t o b e identifie d b y tutor s o r 
counsellors, and directed to courses at a more suitable level. 

Some courses , in area s lik e communit y education , are ope n to those with 
very mixe d educationa l backgrounds . Suc h course s ofte n hav e a  stron g 
emphasis o n grou p stud y an d discussion , so tha t dependenc e o n prin t i s 
much reduced. 

Summary 

In thi s uni t w e hav e considere d problem s student s may hav e i n studyin g 
printed material. The y may fail to make full use of a course if the text 
gives insufficient advice or no help with study skills, or the material is 
presented in a way which is of restricted appeal. 

I have suggested that you should: 

1. Alert  writers to the need for guidance on studying. 

2. Hel p identif y th e difficultie s student s migh t have , usin g th e 
writer's teachin g experience , report s fro m student s an d you r ow n 
ideas. 

3. Hel p identify particular points in the unit where students might have 
problems. 

4. Sugges t t o the writer ways i n which he or she might offer guidance, 
including th e direc t an d indirec t teachin g o f stud y skills , an d 
alternative teaching approaches. 
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ASSIGNMENT F 

For this assignment you will again need a course unit. You  ca n use 
the one you chose for the last assignment, or, if you prefer, you can 
choose a different unit. 

Read through the unit and complete the following tasks: 

1. Make a list of th e skills students will need to develop to make 
good use of the material. 

2. Pick out an y points in the unit where advice is given on study 
skills. 

3. Pick out points where advice is lacking. 

4. Suggest how that advice might be given. 

You may find it helpful to work on your unit with a colleague, another 
editor or a course writer. Yo u should in any case consult a writer or 
a teacher of the subject you have chosen when you have completed the 
exercise. Explai n wha t yo u hav e done , an d discus s you r idea s 
together. 

If possible, you could discuss your suggestions with a student on the 
course. 

The whole assignment will probably take you about two hours. I f the 
unit you have chosen is lengthy, limit yourself to studying part of 
it. 
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