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o Stuart has a quiz over Chapter 2 of The Hobbit. His English

@ Janelle’s in-class history assignment is to write a brief

9 Reggie’s geography assignment is to write a two-page

@ Tori is nervous about her afternoon algebra exam. She

Introduction
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These four students each faced a different academic task. Because they were so ill-prepared, failure

was inevitable...

PREPARATION

teacher said students could use one note card during the
quiz. Stuart spends the night before the quiz writing, almost
verbatim and in tiny print, as much of the chapter as he can
squeeze on his note card.

summary of the 1963 March on Washington. Janelle decides
to copy all of the notes she took during the lecture and turn
that in as her summary.

report about Thailand. He uses the Web site “Wikipedia™ as
his sole information source.

stresses out any time she has to take a test. On this day, she
decides to skip Lunch because her nerves have her stomach
in knots. Better to go into the exam room on an empty
stomach than one full and queasy, she thinks.

hat went wrong for these students? One
could argue that Stuart was sloppy.
Janelle was confused. Reggie was lazy.
And Tori was sick. And there would
be some truth in such assumptions. But for
the vast majority of students who experience
similar failings, the problem isn’t a lack of
desire or poor health. It’s a more fundamental
problem: A basic lack of study skills. Too

PERFORMANCE

# Stuart had to squint to read his own writing, but worse,
his notes only covered the first few pages of the chapter. He

failed the quiz.

Janelle regurgitated the teacher's words, but she didn’t
synthesize the information or remove extraneous information
and inconsequential facts. Her notes were not a summary,
and she had to redo the exercise.

entries, was a dead giveaway that he had copied word-for-
word information from the Web site. He earned a zero on the
assignment and a detention for plagiarism.

Tori was so hungry during the exam, her stomach growled
repeatedly. She couldn't concentrate on the questions.
Embarrassed, she worried more about keeping her stomach
from rumbling than finishing the formulas. Class ended
before she answered all of the questions.

# Reggie’s Thailand report included the phrase “[citation
needed].” The term, which appears often on some Wikipedia

many students simply have not learned how
to learn.

The reasons why students lack proper
study skills vary. Some young people simply
have never been taught how to take notes,
use an encyclopedia or online research tools,
review appropriate material, identify impor-
tant facts and information, prepare for tests,
or use other critical strategies that support
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academic achievement. Many others simply
lack experience using study skills or have
misguided notions about how to succeed and
who succeeds in the classroom. For example,
we know students who believe that if they
spend 30 minutes studying for an exam or
working on an assignment, they will auto-
matically be successful. To them, success is
determined by an arbitrary length of time
rather than the quality or effectiveness of that
study time.

Then of course, there are a few students
who believe good grades are not based on
merit but on popularity. They have the self-
defeating belief that teachers award the best
grades to the students they like the most.
So when they earn a poor grade, the fault
lies with a teacher who is “out to get them,”
not with their own lack of preparation or
performance. (As an educator, it’s important
that you evaluate your relationships with
students so such attitudes don’t become
accepted as fact and an excuse for failure.
For effective strategies on reaching out and
connecting with students and building a sense
of trust and community in your classroom,
we recommend reading The Well-Managed
Classroom, 2nd Ed., another Boys Town
Press publication.)

When discussing study skills, teachers
often lament the lack of formal instruction
offered to students in this area or the limited
practical experience their students have in
applying study strategies in their everyday
activities. But what’s even more dishearten-
ing to some are the students who were taught
study skills yet continue to struggle. Why
is this? In our experience, many of these
students may have poor reading skills, or they
really haven’t mastered good study habits.

Students who struggle with the printed
word are at a severe disadvantage in the
classroom. The ability to decode words, read
sentences, and comprehend information is

essential for learning. Imagine for a moment
that you are a student who struggles to decode
words. You have to focus so much energy on
pronouncing words and phrases in the text,
you can’t concentrate on anything else. What
is an exam question really asking you? What
is the meaning of a paragraph? What is the
main idea in the text? It’s nearly impossible to
know the answers to such questions if you’ve
spent several minutes simply trying to decode
a single word.

Here’s another way to think about what
some of your students might be experiencing:

Say, for example, a student’s brain is made
up of 10 apples that he or she can work with
at any given time. Because the student strug-
gles with decoding, eight apples are dedicated
to pronouncing individual words and phrases.
That leaves two apples for comprehension.
But reading requires equal amounts of decod-
ing and comprehension at all times. As a
result, the student’s ability to comprehend the
material is compromised.!

Given the challenges that confront poor
readers, it may be necessary for you to assess
the reading skills of students before intro-
ducing the study strategies outlined in this
manual. Students will need basic comprehen-
sion skills in order to get the most benefit
from the lesson plans. There are many excel-
lent reading intervention programs for ado-
lescents, including Reading Is FAME® from
Boys Town, that can reverse reading failure
in students. If you are working with youth
who have significant reading deficiencies,
you may need to adjust and adapt the lessons
accordingly.

Comprehension problems, however, are
not limited to poor readers or students labeled
“academically challenged.” A-level students
can struggle, too. In one study of high-
achieving ninth-graders, a surprising number
admitted that they FREQUENTLY experi-
ence confusion after reading several pages of



text. Their inability to comprehend what they
just read is magnified by the fact that they do
not regularly or effectively use study skills.
Poor note taking, last-minute cramming for
exams, and failing to review and organize
material were all problem areas for these
honors students.?

Regardless of how academically gifted
students may be, many have a limited under-
standing and repertoire of good study habits.
This helps to explain why even students who
were taught study skills in the past sometimes
have trouble accessing their prior knowledge
and implementing the strategies effectively
and efficiently. As you assess the study skills
that your students lack or need to improve,
ask yourself these questions:

m Do my students understand or know
what study skills are?

m Do my students have trouble generaliz-
ing study skills to different contexts and
subject areas?

m Do my students rely on a limited number
of strategies and employ them poorly?

m Do some of my students read below
grade level, and if so, which study skills
can provide them the most immediate
benefit?

Today’s classrooms are filled with students
who are as cognitively different as they are
culturally diverse. The better you can under-
stand the reasons why your students’ struggle
with study skills, the more targeted and suc-
cessful your instructional approach will be.
The lesson plans contained in these pages are
designed to help you empower all of your stu-
dents to achieve their academic goals.

As classroom teachers, reading special-
ists, and education consultants with more
than 100 combined years of instructional and
administrative experience, we see firsthand
what students are capable of achieving when
they learn how to learn. We also know the
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struggles young people endure when they lack
such ability. Study skills are often a determin-
ing factor in academic achievement. Research
shows that students who possess a broad range
of study skills outperform (in terms of grade
point, test scores, and other performance mea-
sures) those who rely on a single skill. And
“superior academic performance” is associ-
ated with students who know how to take
notes, summarize and synthesize information,
identify main ideas, and understand which
study strategies are most appropriate for any
given task.3

We all want students to excel in and out-
side of the classroom. By teaching essential
study strategies, we can make learning easier
for students and give them the confidence
and ability to consistently achieve their aca-
demic goals.

How to Use This Book

We’ve seen and used many study skills
books. To our surprise and disappointment,
most were not written by teachers who worked
in the trenches (which may explain why some
of the suggestions and strategies seemed so
impractical). Other books focused on only
one or two skill areas. This meant we had to
search for and sort through multiple books,
which wasn’t very efficient. Those experi-
ences motivated us to create a more practical
guide to study skills instruction — one that is
teacher-tested, user-friendly, and broad-based,
with enjoyable learning activities.

In developing the content, we incorporated
the best-known, most effective, and most
practical study skills into simple, easy-to-use
lesson plans. Our decision about which study
strategies to include involved the following
considerations:

m Can the skill be generalized to every
subject?

m [s it easy to teach and learn?
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m Can it be practiced by individual
students and in groups?

m Does it help further students’ knowledge
and mastery of the subject matter being
taught?

m [sita skill a student can use throughout
his or her school career and beyond?

Based on these criteria, our personal class-
room experience, and the consultation work
we’ve done with school systems across the
country, it was clear that four specific types
of study skills offered the greatest potential
for positive change and academic success —
note taking, summarizing, researching, and
test taking.

These four study skills are ones that every
student should know and be able to use. In
their popular book, Classroom Instruction that
Works (2001), authors Marzano, Pickering,
and Pollack identified nine types of instruc-
tional strategies shown to have a “strong
effect on student achievement.”* Included
among the nine strategies are several asso-
ciated with study skills — summarizing and
note taking, identifying similarities and dif-
ferences, and organizing information. These
strategies, among many others, are the focus
of the lesson plans in this manual.

To make this book practical, inclusive,
and focused on best practices, we wrote
whole lesson plans that, hopefully, will make
you feel more competent and confident to
teach study skills. The lessons incorporate
two key concepts of effective teaching:

m 100-percent active participation by
students

m  Continuous checking for understanding
by the teacher

GROW Input Method

The lesson plans are designed to be taught
using the GROW Input method of direct
instruction. This strategy, as outlined in these

lessons, reflects the work of Madeline Hunter
as well as the contributions of other educators
and educational agencies, including Suzann
Morin-Steffen, the Utah Learning Resource
Center, and the Loess Hills (Iowa) Area
Education Agency 13.

GROW Input is an instructional strategy
that encourages you to continually engage
students by asking questions and seeking
feedback. As you teach the lessons, ask ques-
tions that relate to both academics and com-
prehension (for example, do they understand
what I'm asking them to do in a lesson?). You
may need to do some pre-teaching prior to the
lessons, reminding students that they should
think of answers to every question asked
because they may be called on at any time.
When students answer questions correctly,
praise them. If a student doesn’t know an
answer, provide prompts until he or she can
answer correctly. This approach shows you
will stick with students rather than “abandon”
them if they answer incorrectly or respond
with “I don’t know.” As an instructional
method, GROW Input fosters active partici-
pation from all students, helps them maintain
focus, and ensures that they are “with” you
and “get” it.

The steps or stages of the GROW Input
method are built into each lesson’s introduc-
tion. You start by Gaining students’ attention,
then Review key details (if applicable) from a
previous lesson, state the lesson’s Objective,
and explain Why the objective or skill has
value for the students. After this introduc-
tion, you start teaching the actual lesson (the
Input). We’ve provided directions and talking
points to guide your instruction, including
how and when to use the support materials.
(Each lesson plan has pages with information
and illustrations that are labeled “Overhead.”
You can convert these pages into transparen-
cies or any other format that corresponds
with the available technology.) Prompts are



included as reminders to continually engage
students by asking for feedback and checking
for understanding. At the end of each lesson
are suggestions on how to summarize the
lesson and move on to other follow-up activi-
ties or a new lesson. For added convenience,
the enclosed CD-ROM allows you to easily
reproduce the lessons, support materials, and
worksheets as needed.

We’ve broken the content into four sec-
tions that build on each other. Section 1
emphasizes note taking, including a lesson on
the Cornell Method. If students are poor note
takers, it will be far more difficult for them to
develop or master any other study strategies.
Section 2 complements note taking with les-
sons designed to strengthen students’ abilities
to summarize information. With note taking
and summarizing as a foundation, Section
3 adds another essential strategy — using
research tools (encyclopedias, almanacs, and
the Internet). All of these lessons lead natu-
rally into the final section of the book, test
taking. Lesson plans on overcoming anxiety
and distinguishing between different types of
exam questions are included.

The goal of this manual is to provide
a fresh perspective and a more practical
approach to study skills instruction. We know
your professional experience has given you
valuable insights into effective teaching strat-
egies and methods. Hopefully, this book will
complement your efforts to improve the study
skills of all your students.
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