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t takes two things to be successful in life: skill and will. This is true not

just in academic pursuits but also in athletics, music, employment, and

relationships. Successful people in all walks of life are both skillful and
willful. The skill is the competencies and strategies needed to do things well. The
will is the desire and motivation to do things well. In college, the skill component
is the cognitive aspect of learning. It involves setting goals and plans and trying
to enact them. It also involves working to become proficient at reading, writing,
studying, note-taking, and test-taking. The will component is the motivational
aspect of learning. It involves motivating yourself with different goals, trying
hard, persisting, and finding what things motivate you to excellence.

This book is about skill and will and improving both. Some students have
high skill and low will (people might say, “He is so smart, but he’s lazy.”). Some
students have low skill and high will (“She works really hard, but she’s not very
smart.”). And some students are low on both or high on both. Whatever the case,
this book will help you to improve both your skill and your will.

The philosophy of this book is simple: to get smarter and learn more you
need to improve your skill and your will. Being skillful (smart, intelligent) alone
won’t be sufficient. Being willful (motivated, driven) alone won’t be sufficient.
Having just one component will always leave you performing below your poten-
tial. So this book encourages you to reflect on both your skill and your will and
offers many suggestions for improving both.
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his book has one goal: We wrote it to help college students
i become better learners. Each of the authors has spent
several years teaching a course in learning and study skills. Each
of the authors has also spent many years researching student
learning and motivation in college, high school, and middle
school. We believe the best way to become a better learner is to
listen to practical advice based on educational and psychologi-
cal research. This book is designed to teach readers about
human learning and motivation, and in so doing identify specific
and practical ways that readers can improve their own learning
and motivation.

Chapter Goals

This chapter will help you:

= Understand the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire
(MSLQ) and how it can improve your learning

= Have an initial assessment of your strengths in learning

® Be able to identify growth areas in need of i xmprovamant and thmk
about ways to make impmvement
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CHAPTER 1

WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK?

This book is designed for college students who want to perform better in class.
We suspect that most of the time students in their first or second year of college
will be using this book. The book contains helpful advice for students of all ages,
and we also believe it describes strategies that will assist you in life after college.
(In fact, both of us found that writing the book provided us with helpful
reminders about how to improve our own work and personal life.) In short, this
book is for all college students who are trying to improve their learning and
achievement.

WHY SHOULD YOU USE THIS BOOK?

Many individuals are successful in school and in other settings, such as on the
job, at home, and in social situations. These individuals are not just “really
smart” or “highly intelligent.” There are a number of reasons these individuals
do well in many different situations, but two general reasons are what we will
call skill and will. Skill refers to the various types of knowledge and strategies
that individuals learn and that all individuals can acquire throughout their lives.
Skill is #ot an innate, genetic capacity for learning. It is changeable and it is learn-
able by all. Some people may have more innate intellectual ability, but this book
focuses on the fact that each student can improve in knowledge and strategies.
Thus, everyone can get smarter by reading this book.

Will refers to the various ways individuals attempt to motivate and regulate
themselves in their daily lives. Will involves taking charge of your life and being
in control of your motivation, learning, and general behavior in all aspects of
your life.

A recurring theme in this book is that successful individuals are always using
both skill and will as they engage in different activities. Students need to have
both the knowledge and strategies for learning, and the motivation to use them.
Perhaps you know students who are high in knowledge and strategies, but can’t
seem to get motivated to use their expertise. These are the students who may do
well in high school when their time and work is more structured by others (e.g.,
teachers, parents), but then can’t seem to motivate themselves to control and reg-
ulate their behavior in more unstructured situations such as college. This book
can help. On the other hand, some students who are motivated may work very
hard and study all the time, but without the appropriate knowledge and strate-
gies, they don’t study as effectively as they could and don’t do as well as they
should in school. For as hard as these students work, they should do better. This
book can help.

The purpose of this book is to help you learn how to be both skillful and will-
ful in your learning. In other words, to help you become what we call a
self-regulated learner. A self-regulated learner is one who actively plans, moni-
tors, and controls her own learning and behavior.

THE PERSPECTIVE OF THIS BOOK

Dozens of “study skills” books are currently available. What is different about
this one? That is, why should you use this one instead of another one you see on
the college bookshelf? The first difference between this book and other study-
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skills books is that we consistently base our suggested study skills on psycholog-
ical research we and others have done with college students. In this book we
translate our own research findings into real-life suggestions for ways you can
become a better learner. Many other researchers have studied effective learning
extensively, and we will draw on their findings as well.

So, these suggestions are not based on our intuitions, or what might have
worked for us in school, or “folklore” that has been passed down from previous
generations of college students. Instead, these suggestions come from our efforts
to digest many research studies from the fields of cognitive, motivational, and
educational psychology, and to draw implications from them. This approach
ensures that the suggestions in this book have been shown to be valid for many
other college students. Does this mean that every student will be helped by every
suggestion we make? No. Simply because a particular study technique has been
found to be related to improved learning does not guarantee that the strategy will
help you. We recognize that all students are different, and that each student must
adopt his or her own repertoire of skills based on experience. Still, the skills we
present represent the “best bets” for starting to develop your personal study-
skills arsenal.

A second difference between this book and other study-skills books is how
we present the techniques to you. Many other books provide you with “cook-
book” approaches to solving your learning problems. For example, a book might
say that when you are studying for an exam you should do the following three
things: A, B, and C. Is there anything wrong with this? Not necessarily. For the
most part, the suggestions offered in these types of books are helpful. The dif-
ference in this book is that we also provide the rationale behind the learning
strategies. Instead of simply providing “recipes” for learning, we tell you why
these strategies are supposed to work at certain times. This involves describing
the psychological principles underlying the strategies we suggest. For example,
consider our section on ways to improve your memory (Chapter 5). Instead of
simply providing you with a list of ways to improve your memory, we first
describe what psychologists know about the human memory system. From this
understanding, not only can we offer suggestions for how to improve your mem-
ory, but now you can also devise special memory improvement techniques for
yourself based on your knowledge of the human memory system.

You might be asking, “Why bother with all this other stuff? Just tell me how
to get good grades.” The reason is this: We provide the underlying psychological
theory behind these learning strategies because each learning situation is differ-
ent. We don’t believe there is one learning strategy that will work in all situations.
If your study-skills book simply says “Do A, B, and C when studying for a test,”
then that assumes all tests are the same, and that all students are the same. In
fact, different tests carry with them different memory requirements. So, studying
for a test using techniques A, B, and C might work for some tests, but not oth-
ers. And, some strategies might work for some students, but not for others.

In short, different tasks will require different strategies. How will you decide
which one to use? If you understand the psychology behind each of the strategies
(that is, if you understand why a certain strategy is supposed to work), you will
be able to make an informed decision about how to study in a given situation.

The self-regulated learner is able to do this. We want you to be able to rec-
ognize when and why you need to study in certain ways. Instead of wandering
blindly through your courses, trying learning strategies randomly, we want you
to be able to recognize which learning strategies are needed for different types of
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