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INTRODUCTION

Comeback kids
Miriam, a freshman Calculus student at Louisiana State University, made 37.5% on her first
exam but 83% and 93% on the next two exams. Robert, a first-year General Chemistry student at
LSU made 42% on his first exam and followed that up with three 100%’s in a row. Matt, a first
year General Chemistry student at the University of Utah, scored 65% and 55% on his first two
exams and 95% on his third exam. And I could go on. I could tell you scores of stories like this
from the last 15 years of my teaching career.
Something happened to all of these students between their last failing grade and their first
good grade. They learned something new.

No miracles, just strategies
Recently I was talking to a colleague who had heard about these remarkable transformations. She
exclaimed “You’re a miracle worker! I want to be a miracle worker too!” I quickly told her that
there really was nothing magical about the surges in students’ test scores after I worked with
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them; hundreds of faculty and learning center professionals are getting these same results on
campuses around the country. But there are tens of thousands of faculty members, like my
colleague, who don’t know what we’re telling students to make these seemingly miraculous
results happen. I wrote this book to let everyone in on one of the best kept secrets in
education: If you teach students how to learn, and give them simple, straightforward
strategies to use, they can significantly increase their learning and performance. The good
news is that you will not have to change your entire course, or devote an inordinate amount of
time to teaching these strategies. Often, teaching students how to learn can be accomplished in
one session, in as little as 50 minutes. In that amount of time we can provide students with
information that will fundamentally change their view of what learning entails. They can be
transformed, in one session, from memorizers and regurgitators to students who begin to think
critically and take responsibility for their own learning. The information is not rocket science;
anyone can teach students these techniques. This book will show you how.

Late to the party
It might surprise you to learn that I have only recently (within the last 15 years of my 45-year
teaching career) begun to understand the power of the concepts and strategies in this book. For
the first thirty years, I believed that it was not my responsibility to teach students what they
should have already known when they got to college. I felt that I couldn’t afford to take the time
to teach this information.
Furthermore, when I first encountered some of these learning strategies, at LSU’s
Center for Academic Success, I was skeptical. The strategies seemed too straightforward and
simple to make a difference, and I didn’t think students would use them. But after I began to see
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students who had been making Ds and Fs turn into straight-A students, I became convinced that
these simple tools can work miracles.
Now that I know how little time it takes to deliver this information and the power it has to
transform students, I know that I can’t afford not to teach it.

Sharing the good news
For a decade now, I’ve been traveling the country talking about metacognition and learning with
faculty who are frustrated that their students are not performing according to expectations. In my
travels, whenever I share these tools and strategies in a presentation, faculty and administrators
often ask me, “So, where’s the book?” Well, here it is. Here are all the ideas that I’ve been
developing, collecting, and sharing since I began this work. Recently, faculty around the country
at other universities have begun using this approach and facilitating the same kind of dramatic
successes with their students. The verdict is in: Itʼs not difﬁcult to teach college students how
to learn.

Who should read this book?
Because much of the book is about presenting effective learning and study strategies, you may at
times find yourself wondering if the book is written for faculty and TAs or for tutors and
learning center professionals. The answer is that I’ve written this book for anyone who teaches.
In order for faculty to teach students how to learn, they must know some of the same strategies
that are used by learning support staff. The primary audience for this book is faculty – faculty
who are concerned not just about presenting discipline specific content, but also about whether
students are meaningfully learning concepts instead of rotely memorizing content.
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In an effort to make the material easily accessible to faculty with no background in
education or cognitive psychology, I have taken care not to use jargon or introduce esoteric
concepts that require a degree in these areas to understand.

Just for STEM educators? Not a chance.
Because I have spent my life teaching chemistry, most of the examples in this book come from
the STEM disciplines. In fact, you may have noticed that all three comeback kids mentioned at
the beginning of this introduction are math and science students. But rest assured that the
strategies work just as well for students taking philosophy courses as they do for students taking
engineering courses. I've heard tremendous feedback from science and humanities professors
across the country (Appendix G) that these strategies work for all students stretched beyond their
academic comfort zone, whether by Maxwell's equations or James Joyce's Ulysses.

What’s in the book?
The figure below displays the content of each chapter, shown sequentially if you read it
clockwise from 12:00.
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The chapters are organized so as to take you along the path I took when I learned how to
teach this information to students. I first had to understand why students didn’t know how to
learn when they entered college (chapter 2). Some of the reasons may surprise you as much as
they surprised me! In chapter 3 we’ll see that teaching students about metacognition and learning
strategies provides a new lens through which they can view learning activities, and we’ll see how
teaching Bloom’s Taxonomy in conjunction with a specific study system can immediately
empower students to maximize their learning (chapter 4). After that we will take a closer look at
the transformative power of ten specific metacognitive strategies, including four superstrategies
for reading assignments and homework problems (chapter 5).
Over the years, I have been surprised to learn just how important it is for students to
believe that they can improve their learning. All the learning strategies in the world cannot help
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students who are convinced that their situation is hopeless. Chapters 6-9 address these issues of
attitude and motivation. First, we learn about cognitive psychologist Carol Dweck’s work on
students’ frame of mind, which she calls mindset (chapter 6). Dweck has demonstrated that
students who believe they can get smarter are more likely to make efforts to improve compared
to students who believe their intelligence is innate or fixed. In chapter 6, we take a look at four
strategies to help students change their mindset. After I learned the importance of a student’s
mindset, I began to more fully appreciate the role of emotions and motivation in learning
(chapter 7). Chapter 8 presents twenty-one strategies faculty can use to increase students’
motivation, while chapter 9 delivers six strategies students can use to give a boost to their own
motivation and learning.
In chapter 10 I discuss what faculty can do to partner with their campus learning center.
Most institutions have a learning center with a cadre of professionals who work with students to
teach not only learning strategies but also time management, test taking, stress management and
other skills that improve learning. We will see how faculty can ensure that they and their
students are taking advantage of all of the support offered on campus.
Chapter 11 should be one of the most practically useful chapters in the book. In it, I take
you step by step through the process of delivering much of the information in the rest of the book
to groups of students (e.g. your classes) in as little as 50 minutes. Supplements to chapter 11
include three online slide sets, a sample video lecture, and a handout summarizing the entire
process (Appendix D).
Then we turn our attention toward students who arrive on campus particularly unprepared
for what awaits them. Although the recommendations for unprepared students apply to all
students, the six strategies presented in chapter 12 are especially helpful, and crucial, for this
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population of students. Because recent SAT and ACT reports indicate that less than 50% of all
students entering college are academically prepared for college level work, I trust you will find
these strategies useful.
In the epilogue, I encourage you to joyfully and freely explore with your students what
you’ve learned from the book. There is no right or wrong way to teach students how to learn, and
I encourage you to pick and choose whichever strategies you feel most comfortable trying out.
Even though there are about 35 suggestions in the book (Appendix C), if you only want to try a
few of them, that’s awesome! I just hope you have as much fun teaching your students how to
learn as I have had teaching mine.

Begin at the end…if you must
I may be biased, but I believe that the very best way to encounter and digest the information in
this book is to read it from beginning to end. However, if you are pressed for time, you can begin
at the epilogue and use it as a departure point to explore the rest of the book. There is a suggested
starter kit on p. 3 of the epilogue for anyone who might feel slightly overwhelmed after reading
about all of the myriad things they can do to improve their students’ learning. Alternatively, you
can examine the chapter content in the above figure and choose where to begin.

My promise to you
By the time you finish this book you will:


understand why many students do not know how to learn (chapter 2)



understand how metacognition and motivation increase students’ success (chapters 3, 6,
7)
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have concrete, effective learning strategies to share with your students (chapter 5)



have slide sets, exercises, assessments, inventories, and study tools to share with your
students (chapter 11, appendices)



have strategies for changing students’ mindset and motivation (chapters 6, 8, 9)



know how to partner with your campus learning center (chapter 10)



know how to work with unprepared students (chapter 12)



know where to begin (epilogue)



have everything you need to see positive changes in your students’ performance!

Let’s begin!
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