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xv

INTRODUCTION

Comeback Kids

Miriam, a freshman calculus student at Louisiana State University (LSU), 
made 37.5% on her fi rst exam but 83% and 93% on the next two exams. 
Robert, a fi rst-year general chemistry student at LSU, made 42% on his fi rst 
exam and followed that up with three 100%s in a row. Matt, a fi rst-year gen-
eral chemistry student at the University of Utah, scored 65% and 55% on his 
fi rst two exams and 95% on his third exam. 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 fi rst 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 was really nothing magical 
about the surges in students’ test scores after I worked with 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 
bring about these seemingly miraculous results. I wrote this book to let eve-
ryone in on one of the best kept secrets in education:  If you teach stu-
dents how to learn, and give them simple, straightforward strategies to 
use, they can signifi cantly 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 stu-
dents how to learn can be accomplished in one session, in as little as 50 min-
utes. 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.
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xvi  INTRODUCTION

Late to the Party

It might surprise you to learn that I have only recently (within the last 15 
years of my 43-year teaching career) begun to understand the power of the 
concepts and strategies in this book.  For the fi rst 30 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 that information.  

Furthermore, when I fi rst encountered some of these learning strategies, 
at LSU’s Center for Academic Success (CAS), 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 students who had 
been making Ds and Fs turn into straight-A students, I became convinced 
that these simple tools 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 take 
the time to teach it.

Sharing the Good News

For a decade now, I’ve been traveling the country talking about metacogni-
tion 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 ver-
dict is in: It’s 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, fi nd yourself wondering if the book is written 
for faculty and teaching assistants or for tutors and learning center profes-
sionals.  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-specifi c content but also about whether students are meaningfully 
learning concepts instead of rotely memorizing content. 
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INTRODUCTION  xvii

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 science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) disciplines. In fact, you may have noticed that all three “comeback 
kids” mentioned at the beginning of this introduction are math and sci-
ence students. But rest assured that the strategies work just as well for stu-
dents taking philosophy courses as they do for students taking engineering 
courses. I’ve heard tremendous feedback from science and humanities pro-
fessors across the country that these strategies work for all students stretched 
beyond their academic comfort zone, whether by Maxwell’s equations or 
James Joyce’s Ulysses.

Moreover, I often present workshops to pre-college teachers who later tell 
me that the strategies worked wonders with their students. There are many 
“comeback kids” who were failing elementary, middle school, or high school 
courses but turned their performance around when they started implement-
ing active and effective learning strategies.  

One of the most dramatic examples I’ve seen involved an Advanced 
Placement physics class in rural south Louisiana. On the fi rst exam, the class 
averaged 66.9%, and more than half the class scored below 70%. In response, 
their instructor spent a class session presenting effective learning strategies. 
The result was nothing short of phenomenal. On the second exam, the class 
average was 89.2%, and only 2 of the 25 students scored below 70%. Things 
got even better on the third exam—only 1 student scored below 70% and 16 
of the 25 students made a perfect 100%. The class average was an astonishing 
95.6%. Appendix I has more information about these students’ incredible 
results, including exam scores. 

In sum, the learning strategies and the psychological insights about 
learning presented in this book will be useful for teachers of students of all 
ages, including parents of young children.

What’s in the Book?

Figure I.1 displays the content of each chapter, shown sequentially as you 
read it clockwise from 12:00.
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xviii  INTRODUCTION

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 fi rst 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 activi-
ties, and we’ll see how teaching Bloom’s Taxonomy in conjunction with a 
specifi c study system can immediately empower students to maximize their 
learning (chapter 4). After that we will take a closer look at the transforma-
tive power of 10 specifi c metacognitive strategies, including 4 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 students who are convinced that their 
situation is hopeless. Chapters 6 through 9 address these issues of attitude 
and motivation. In chapter 6 I discuss cognitive psychologist Carol Dweck’s 

Saundra’s Story

Why Students
Don’t Know

How to Learn 

Metacognition

Bloom’s
Taxonomy and

the Study Cycle 

Learning
Strategies
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Motivation,
Emotions,

and Learning 
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Can Increase
Motivation 

How Students
Can Increase
Motivation 

Partnering With
the Learning

Center 

Presenting
Strategies to

Groups 

Teaching
Unprepared

Students 

Figure I.1 Chapter Content
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INTRODUCTION  xix

work on students’ frame of mind, which she calls mindset. (Dweck has dem-
onstrated 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 fi xed.) I also look at four strategies to help students change their 
mindset. In chapter 7 I discuss the importance of a student’s mindset and 
how to more fully appreciate the role of emotions and motivation in learn-
ing. In chapter 8 I present 21 strategies faculty can use to increase students’ 
motivation, whereas in chapter 9 I deliver 6 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 cam-
pus 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. In chapter 11 I also present research that 
investigates the impact of teaching learning strategies to groups. Supple-
ments 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 par-
ticularly 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 population of stu-
dents. 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 fi nd 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 more than 30 suggestions in the book (Appendix C), if you want to try 
only a few of them, that’s awesome! I just hope you have as much fun teach-
ing 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 
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xx  INTRODUCTION

you are pressed for time, you can begin at the epilogue and use it as a depar-
ture point to explore the rest of the book. There is a suggested starter kit in 
the epilogue for anyone who might feel slightly overwhelmed after reading 
about all they can do to improve their students’ learning. Alternatively, you 
can examine the chapter content in Figure I.1 and choose where to begin. 

My Promise to You

By the time you fi nish 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);
• 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); and
• have everything you need to see positive changes in your students’ 

performance!

Let’s begin!
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