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This book has arisen out of work undertaken
with students over 20 years across a range of
educational establishments. Despite the range
in student age-groups, differences in educa-
tional background and variation in the type of
institution, certain common themes have
emerged. One such theme is the fragility of
many students, whether high achievers or not,
and the desperation of students to hide their
doubt in their own abilities from lecturers. It is
much easier, publicly, to blame lack of success
on financial concerns, on the need to work or
on having dependants than to admit to fear of
failing, of not being good enough, of believing
oneself ‘too stupid’ to succeed at higher educa-
tion level. In order to meet the need for study
skills support at the University of East London
in the early 1990s, I produced a booklet of mate-
rials known as Skills for Success. One notable
aspect of feedback on this was that students said
it changed their views about academic study as
an activity where you were either ‘born to
succeed’ or ‘doomed to fall’. All too often, they
had been told to ‘do better’ but had not known
how to do so nor believed it possible. The reali-
sation that there were methods and attitudes
that might improve study outcomes meant that
struggling students could see some point in
directing their energies at their academic work.

A second theme which emerges from in-
depth work with several hundreds of students is
that although method is important, there is not
a single way of approaching study that will work
for all. For that reason, alternative approaches
are built into many activities in this book and in
the student activities in The Study Skills
Handbook (Cottrell, 1999). Moreover, strategy is
not sufficient to achieve academic success. Self-
belief is equally important. It has been extraor-
dinary to note how much improvement
students can make from even extremely limited
input. It is not necessarily the particular method

used that is important so much as that students
believe there are ways of improving and that if
one strategy doesn’t work for them, another
might. Students have commented on how
important it was to them that somebody, and
especially lecturers, believed in them and took
the trouble to tell them how to improve in ways
that made sense. They also comment on how
valuable it is to know that some difficulty with
academic study is to be expected and that this is
not a sign of failure or stupidity.

Skills for Success became the basis of The Study
Skills Handbook published by Macmillan (now
Palgrave). The Handbook was very carefully
designed so as to be easy to use, and to address
areas such as memory, critical thinking and
skills transferability which have often been
neglected in other study skills books. The
Handbook also raises more complex issues about
the nature of intelligence, academic study and
personal approaches to learning in order to
foster, in students, a more reflective approach to
learning. The book has proved very popular
amongst students, and a number of universities
are now using it as their main study skills text.

Widening participation has placed study
skills much higher on the agenda within higher
education. Increasingly, lecturers are coming to
realise the importance of embedding study skills
within the curriculum and of teaching in ways
that develop students’ academic performance.
Responsibility for study skills may be given to
lecturers who have not been trained to teach at
all, much less to teach higher level subjects to
students who have struggled previously at more
basic levels. There is very little training in skills
development available for lecturers; there are
few texts aimed at either lecturers or specialists
on the teaching of study skills. 

Skills for Success was originally accompanied
by Tutor Notes to guide lecturers on how to make
the most of study skills materials with students
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and generally create conditions that might
improve student learning. This book originally
began as an extension of the Tutor Notes, as
support material for lecturers who chose to use
The Study Skills Handbook. Since then, it has
expanded into a book in its own right. Whilst
the Handbook is the natural complement to this
book, Teaching Study Skills and Supporting Learning,
this text has been designed so that lecturers can
make use of its ideas and activities without
using The Study Skills Handbook if they so wish. 

Just as there are many ways to study, there is
not one single way to teach study skills. This
book does not aim to legislate on how study
skills should be taught. Rather, it aims to assist
busy lecturers to understand some of the issues,
to put together programmes that incorporate
study skills development, and to integrate a
broader support for academic development into
their general teaching. Although the book
makes many suggestions, often drawn from a
very wide range of contexts and inputs by
others, it is hoped that these will be only the
starting place for improved ideas by practition-
ers, a stimulus to reflection, and a basis from
which lecturers can develop more supportive
teaching strategies compatible with their own
intakes. 

Thanks are due to staff at both the University
of East London and Birmingham University for
piloting materials and approaches suggested in
this book with their students and for the activi-
ties they contributed.

I would like to convey particular thanks to
those who have made individual named contri-
butions to the book, both Claire Dorer at
Birmingham University for her piece on
working with mature students, and Victor, a
student at the University of East London, for his
piece on using an engine analogy to develop
academic writing. Heartfelt thanks is offered to
the many unnamed students whose individual
struggles have been the inspiration and back-
bone of this book. In addition, special thanks
are due to the following staff at the University
of East London: Hazel Cross, who was a rich
source of ideas in the early stages of this book;
Tony Wailey for ideas emanating from his work

on accrediting prior learning such as the use of
the ‘personal statement’, and Robert Simpson
for permission to adapt materials he used with
staff on the Social Work Diploma and Cultural
Studies Courses; Jonathon Leader and Sally
Gotti for critiquing chapters when these were
still in their early drafts; staff and students from
Fashion and Design with Marketing for allowing
me to adapt materials on student self-assess-
ment, and Valerie Goodworth for her enthusi-
asm and insights on using Honey and
Mumford’s learning styles.

I would like to acknowledge the wide range
and extremely valuable input I have received
from staff and students in educational establish-
ments where I have either taught, led training,
undertaken the role of external examiner, or
acted as a consultant. These include, especially,
the colleagues and very special students to be
found at the Universities of Luton and East
London, but also those at the Universities of
Strathclyde, Central Lancashire, North London,
Paisley, Brighton, Kent at Canterbury, the
London School of Economics, Somerville
College, Oxford, Glasgow School of Art, the
Robert Gordon University, Oxford Brookes,
Anglia Polytechnic University, Napier
University, the Surrey Institute of Art,
Roehampton Institute, the Workers’ Education
Association (Oxford), Brixton College (Start-up),
Hackney Community College, Waltham Forest
College and Peers School, Oxford.

I would like to express my appreciation to
staff at Palgrave who have assisted in getting
this book off the ground: Margaret Bartley who
encouraged me to undertake the project in the
first place; Suzannah Tipple who took over the
production of the book; Houri Alavi, the Senior
Editor; Valery Rose, the copy-editor; Sanphy
Thomas, Felicity Noble and all those who
worked so hard behind the scenes to produce
the final text. A special mention and warm
thanks are owed to Kate Williams from Oxford
Brookes University for her sound sense and very
valuable contributions to both The Study Skills
Handbook and this text; I consider myself very
lucky that she read and advised on early drafts
for both and, even more so, for the extreme

xiPreface



xii Preface

generosity and kindness with which she made
suggestions for improvements. 

Finally, I thank my partner for being a tower
of strength, for suffering my endless redrafting 

when we could have been out doing more excit-
ing things, and for keeping me supplied with
the mint Aeros essential to my learning style. 

Stella Cottrell
University of Luton
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xv

The overall aim of this book is to assist staff in
higher education to deliver study skills and
learning support. It does so by focusing on the
needs of the student from several perspectives.
It looks at the importance of addressing the
over-arching learning environment, whether at
the level of the institution, the course, or indi-
vidual teaching sessions. It offers suggestions for
enhancing support structures and for creating
opportunities for improving student perfor-
mance at each of these levels. It is argued that
support for learning cannot be centred solely in
dedicated modules or specialist services, impor-
tant though these are, but that all lecturers have
a role to play in helping students to improve
their own learning and performance. The book
aims to provide support both for skills special-
ists and for those who consider themselves to be
primarily ‘subject’ lecturers. 

The book makes practical suggestions for
action. In doing so, its aim is not to be prescrip-
tive. As Birnbaum (1989) has illustrated, this
rarely works in universities. Rather, the book
suggests measures which can be adapted locally
to suit the particular needs of different cohorts
of students. At the same time, by being very
specific about the details of activities, proce-
dures and processes, it aims to make it easier for
staff to grasp the nature of the student difficul-
ties quickly and to offer practical support with
the minimum of duplicated effort. 

The book is in two parts. Part I focuses on the
overall context in which skills development can
best flourish. It argues for a developmental
approach, where skills are not regarded as
discrete or generic entities formed in the
abstract, but are, rather, part of an overall set of
outcomes which can be achieved when embed-
ded in interactive and supportive learning envi-
ronments. Although the book offers materials
for use in skills modules, the emphasis is on
skills being grounded in the concrete reality of

the course. Skills training works best when its
relevance to assessment and to academic and
professional success is made explicit and when
it is well-anchored and contextualised within
the subject specialism. 

Throughout the book, it is argued that in the
area of study skills, a fine line can be drawn
between what should be a ‘skill’ on the part of
the student, and what is the responsibility of
the institution in orientating students and
meeting them at their current level of knowl-
edge, experience and performance. Chapter 2
identifies ways that students learn, and looks at
the challenges facing learners in today’s univer-
sities. Chapter 3 offers suggestions on ways that
institutions can support all aspects of the
student experience so that students have a
greater chance of settling into higher education,
staying there, and being successful in their
studies. In particular, Chapter 4 looks at induc-
tion as a strategically important time for orien-
tating students to the demands of higher
education, setting ground rules, recognising
mutual responsibilities and settling students
into good study habits. It is also a key time for
identifying students most at risk and targeting
specific support. 

Supportive learning environments mean that
skills are required not only of students but of
lecturers and all who come into contact with
students. Lecturers need to be able to model and
reinforce the skills they wish their students to
demonstrate; skills sessions are not sufficient in
order to develop skills to a high level. Skills need
nurturing over time – and only lecturers will
have sufficient access to students, as well as the
necessary prestige, to complete the process of
skills development over the whole time that the
student is at the institution. To support the
lecturer in developing these skills, this book
offers dedicated chapters (see Chapters 5–7)
aimed at the teaching lecturer. In addition, a
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xvi Introduction

section at the beginning of each study skill
session in Part II offers background to lecturers
on how some student difficulties may arise,
along with suggestions of ways that lecturers
could alleviate these. Chapter 7 is aimed at 
staff who have particular responsibility for
developing skills units. In addition, some lectur-
ers with pastoral responsibilities may find
Chapter 8, on supporting individual students,
to be of help. Chapter 9 offers an opportunity
for teaching staff to reflect upon their own prac-
tice as well as their training needs in relation to
skills teaching. 

Part II offers a range of activities designed to
help students to develop study skills, including
those that will help students to improve their
own performance in the longer term. These
activities are organised into study skills areas
commonly recognised by practitioners, such as
organisational skills, revision and exam strate-
gies, and writing. There are also sections on
memory, foundation thinking skills, critical and
analytical thinking and orientation to learning.
The introduction to Part II offers some guidance

on ways of making use of the activities
suggested within the varied circumstances of
different universities.

Material in the book is divided into that
which can best be offered through: 

• being incorporated into everyday teaching
and learning (Part I and the opening sections
of each of the sessions in Part II);

• study skills sessions (Part II);
• one-to-one support (Part I, Chapter 8).

However, these are very general categories and
there are links made between all three aspects of
skills teaching. 

Developing study skills not only helps
students to improve their learning and perfor-
mance, it can also enrich their experience of
university life. When students have a greater
understanding of the learning process and of
themselves as learners, they can gain the confi-
dence to take control over their learning. With
this confidence can come an increase in
students’ overall enjoyment of their study
programme. 
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The changing agenda

Since the early 1990s, there has been a dramatic
change in the approach to skills development
within higher education. Indeed, skills develop-
ment is now high on the agenda for universities,
colleges, schools, government and employers.
Within the wider skills agenda, specific atten-
tion is beginning to focus on personal develop-
ment planning and the main key skill associated
with it, namely ‘improving own learning and
performance’. While personal planning and
improving learning are not reducible to study
skills, a reflective and developmental approach
to study skills, such as is advocated by this book,
is of central importance both to improving
learning and, through that key skill, to creating
a basis for other skills required of graduates.

The skills revolution has meant that there is
an accompanying change in philosophy with
respect to study skills. A decade ago, study skills
was primarily conceptualised within a deficit
model of the student: skills training meant
‘remedial support’. Emphasis, now, is on how to
map, deliver, teach and assess skills in terms of
the general learning outcomes of a course.
Concern focuses on issues such as how to raise
the awareness of all students of the importance
of skills development and how to present evi-
dence, through progress files and transcripts, of
the skills that students have acquired at univer-

sity. Skills are on the agenda, whether through
‘Developing Learning’ modules as at
Nottingham (Hand et al., 2000), integrated into
the curriculum as at Luton, Kent and
Portsmouth, or through local projects such as
the ‘Writing Workshops in Scottish History’ at
the University of Edinburgh or ‘Group Skills
Projects in Geography’ at St Andrews (Hounsell
et al., 1996). In turn, this raises questions about
where universities and colleges will find the
expertise to meet the requirements of the new
skills agenda. At present very few courses or
materials exist to train and support lecturers in
taking forward the new agenda.

The pressure for developing students’ skills
comes from many quarters: from government,
from employers, from the inherent demands of
widening participation, from teaching staff
taking a more reflective look at what universi-
ties do and what they want graduates to
achieve, and from a growing recognition that
the information revolution is changing what is
needed from both students and lecturers.
University funding is likely to become tied, at
least in part, to the ways institutions can indi-
cate how the skills agenda, and especially
aspects related to employment, are being met.

Traditionally, the main objection to address-
ing skills through the curriculum was that there
would not be enough time to cover subject
content. However, there is a growing acknowl-
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edgement that, given the enormous growth in
research and academic publications, it is a vain
hope to expect courses, much less students, to
cover more than a fraction of possible course
material and for students to understand what
they have learnt. Indeed, there is research to
suggest that ‘excessive amounts of material in
the curriculum’ (Ramsden, 1992) or ‘a heavy
workload’ (Gibbs, 1992) push students into
adopting superficial or ‘surface’ approaches to
learning. An HMI report (1989) linked over-
dependence on information delivery (usually by
formal lecture) with students adopting a rote-
learning approach; it argued that students did
not develop a range of skills appropriate to
higher education nor approaches that led to
understanding and application of what was
learnt. In other words, ‘coverage’ did not ensure
learning.

There is now an increased, and growing,
recognition that it makes sense to ensure that
students are trained in process (or study) skills
which give them the foundation and the confi-
dence to direct their own learning. This is partly
a question of skills training and partly a ques-
tion of developing a culture of on-going profes-
sional development: students need to leave
university with a keen awareness that their edu-
cation has not ended. It is more useful, long
term, to train students to be self-managers of
the learning process, able to direct themselves
around the subject, recognising gaps and with
the capability of updating their knowledge once
they leave university rather than overloading
courses with material. Using a variety of teach-
ing and assessment methods can increase
student skills without necessarily detracting
from subject coverage. There is much to be
gained from moving away from what Freire
(1974) called the ‘banking concept’ of education
where education ‘becomes an act of depositing,
in which the students are the depositories and
the teacher is the depositor’. Instead, as lectur-
ers, we can assist our students to learn effec-
tively, creatively and reflectively – in effect, to
teach themselves. All students can benefit 
from addressing how they learn, not least
because learning is a lifelong activity, irrespec-

tive of whether it takes place on or off campus.
Hence the importance given by Dearing (1997)
to ‘learning to learn’ as a key skill for all stu-
dents.

The benefits of a skills curriculum 
Increasing skills through the curriculum brings
benefits for everyone. Students gain because
they have a better idea of what is required of
them and how to deliver it. The overall student
experience is improved through the relief of
some of the unnecessary stress which occurs
when students are not sure how to improve per-
formance. By the time they leave university, stu-
dents will have a greater sense of the wider
learning they have achieved at university, over
and above subject content. They should have a
greater sense of what it is to be competent,
skilled, and able to transfer knowledge and
experiences from one context to another; they
should be more self-aware and confident about
taking their place in the professional world.

The experience of the teaching staff can also
be improved. When their students are trained to
be more responsible for their learning, capable
of applying problem-solving strategies to learn-
ing contexts, of using each other as resources,
then there should be a reduction in their depen-
dence on the lecturer as the source of all help.
Moreover, lecturers can take pleasure in seeing a
greater number of their students succeeding
with better grades. Learning environments
which promote skills and personal development
tend to be more invigorating and enjoyable
than traditional podium-led teaching contexts.
Such environments can take the pressure off the
lecturers to be sole ‘deliverer’, giving a more
active role to students; this also offers lecturers a
more rounded sense of their students.
Employers benefit from receiving graduates who
are more aware of what they have to offer to
employers and who are able to apply academic
skills to a wider range of contexts. Higher edu-
cation institutions gain because, if students are
trained to succeed, retention rates are improved,
with the financial gains this brings.
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Developing independent, self-reliant 
learners
The emphasis within current pedagogical
thought is on increasing students’ active partic-
ipation within the learning process in order to
foster independence and autonomy. This is
partly a response to demands from employers
for greater self-reliance from new employees.
The former Employment Department funded
six projects in 1994–6 to explore how autonomy
could be developed within higher education,
arguing that individual autonomy was a require-
ment of successful survival in modern society
(McNair, 1996.) It is also a necessary develop-
ment if students are to succeed in HE with
reduced staff to student ratios. 

However, students are not always ready, at
entrance, to take on autonomous roles. Little
(1991) suggests that students, far from being
naturally independent, need to be trained in a
‘capacity for detachment, critical reflection,
decision-making and independent action’.
Moreover, students from different ethnic back-
grounds may have different expectations of
formal teaching structures and become demoti-
vated if these are removed precipitously (Press,
1996). From her experiences of developing
autonomy in language learners, Hurd (1999)
cautions a need for ‘careful preparation of learn-
ers and teachers before any degree of
autonomous learning can be successfully imple-
mented’. Perry’s research with American stu-
dents (1970) revealed how long it can take even
for ‘elite’ students to develop from ‘absolutist’,
‘authority-seeking’ attitudes towards more rela-
tivist and then ‘personally committed’ posi-
tions. Students need to be guided towards
autonomy as part of their skills development
(Cottrell, 2000). 

Fazey (1996) suggests that student autonomy
cannot be discussed without reference to skills
development. Conversely, guiding students
towards autonomy can help them to identify
their skills requirements. She identifies four sets
of skills needed in this regard: academic skills,
personal management skills and self-awareness,
which bring us back to the kind of skills agenda
recommended by Dearing. In addition, she adds

‘metacognitive’ skills. She cites work by
McCombs and Marzano (1990) who argue that
students need training to recognise the link
between themselves, ‘the “I” component of the
self’, in order to realise a sense of personal
control over learning activities. For this, oppor-
tunities are needed within the curriculum and
through academic guidance for reflection, plan-
ning and self-evaluation.

The challenge of widening 
participation 
‘Widening participation’ does not simply bring
more students into HE but, rather, attracts differ-
ent types of students. Lifelong learning initia-
tives attract students of more varied ages and
from work-based settings. Governmental
emphasis on increasing the number of school-
leavers in HE means that students whose learn-
ing styles and current level of performance
would previously have been a barrier to entering
HE, are now finding the doors of HE opened to
them. Many of these are students who will not
succeed if conventional ways of delivering and
assessing the HE curriculum are continued
unchanged. Universities are slowly realising
that it is not simply enough to open the doors:
what goes on behind the doors has to change to
accommodate new types of student intake. 

Changing part changes the whole. Lewin
(1952), for example, argued that when change is
introduced into part of a social system, the
effects on the whole system need to be consid-
ered in order for that change to become success-
fully established. One effect of the change in
student intake is that work which was previ-
ously considered remedial and supplementary is
now entering the mainstream as an essential
part of the curriculum, of benefit in its own
right. The notion of ‘learning support’ has
broadened to encompass learning development
in its widest sense. Wolfendale (1996), for
example, argues: 

Learning Support recognises that students
have differential learning needs, study at dif-
ferent rates and paces, and manifest a myriad
of learning styles. Such an ideology does not
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have to compromise traditional conceptions
of subject or discipline learning. Rather, it
promotes and enhances the idea of striving
to achieve excellence.

Although the success of students without 
traditional qualifications shows that such 
students can succeed in HE, and indeed
enhance the overall university experience for
other students, other students struggle and even
fail unnecessarily. There are many and complex
reasons for student non-completion, but
amongst these is the evident mismatch between
the skills, habits and attributes which universi-
ties have traditionally required at entrance, still
regarded as desirable, and actual student perfor-
mance levels at entry. Many students are 
inadequately prepared for university life and
study. In other cases, departmental views of
what teaching or learning might be are too nar-
rowly conceived: the do not take into account
the very different strengths of students who
may not have succeeded academically in the
past.

Universities set demands which students,
especially those from ‘widening participation’
backgrounds, can find very difficult to meet
without initial assistance. If universities wish to
retain their students and improve their achieve-
ment, then they need to adapt to the perfor-
mance levels of students at the point of entry,
rather than to a notional view of what a new
student ‘ought to’ be able to do. Either the cur-
riculum has to change in order to orientate and
train students so they can succeed, or a founda-
tion or gateway course is needed to provide that
orientation. This book argues that, whichever
route is taken, skills development needs to be
subject-specific; this necessarily requires the
involvement and support of subject specialists.
Chapter 2 argues that skills training needs to be
embedded within, and delivered as part of, the
curriculum, integrated with other course mater-
ial. In this way, students can see its concrete rel-
evance to their studies. It also increases the
likelihood of those who most need skills train-
ing being able to access it: they are often those
with the least disposable time for attending
additional support. Moreover, fieldwork on

employability skills (CVCP, 1998) has shown
that skills programmes are most successful
where training is embedded within the acade-
mic subject curriculum rather than through dis-
crete modules. 

The development of skills curricula impacts
upon teaching, assessment, course design and,
indeed, almost every aspect of the student expe-
rience. It increases pressure for change. In the
past, university teaching could sometimes be
characterised by a ‘sink or swim’ stance, assum-
ing that those who did not succeed somehow
did not deserve to do so. Universities were able
to rely on highly motivated, hand-picked stu-
dents, skilled in the art of university learning
even before they arrived at university. Those
students were likely to succeed irrespective of
the strengths or failings of the teaching they
received. There was little incentive, much less
training, for effective teaching 

One of the benefits of widening participation
is that it encourages, if not forces, universities to
become more reflective about what they do and
why. Where academic staff could send strug-
gling students ‘away’ for support from specialist
units, the trend now is towards all lecturers
being taught to teach, and to teach in such a
way that students who would have struggled are
much less likely to need ‘additional’ help. In
1991, The Committee of Vice-Chancellors and
Principals (CVCP), in a bid to elevate university
teaching, issued a Green Paper proposing crite-
ria to identify quality in teaching. Since then,
many universities have developed SEDA-accred-
ited postgraduate certificates in teaching learn-
ing in higher education, whilst the
establishment of the Institute for Learning and
Teaching (ILT) has gone some way to raise the
importance of professional development for
academics. Courses for academic staff on
‘embedding skills’ are already being made avail-
able and, although such training is still embry-
onic, this trend is likely to increase. Changes in
the student body go hand in hand with the
need for different kinds of teaching and with an
increased emphasis on skills development –
including study skills.
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Employability versus academic skills?
One of the main incentives for bringing skills
into the curriculum is the growing emphasis on
graduate employability. The issue of employabil-
ity has been creeping up the HE agenda since the
late 1980s. The Enterprise in Higher Education
initiative (1987–92) was intended to encourage
the development of student-centred learning
from a skills perspective and to bridge the gap
between the world of work and that of higher
education. In particular, it aimed to address
employers’ criticisms that graduates were ill-
equipped for employment. A range of initiatives
have developed from that project, including
piloting Records of Achievement (Fenwick et al.,
1992), self-directed learning (Hammond and
Collins, 1991) and the development of skills
materials including early versions of materials
that formed the basis of The Study Skills
Handbook (Cottrell, 1999), and the staff training
materials from which this book has developed.
In 1996, a report from the Committee of Vice-
Chancellors and Principals endorsed the
employability agenda when it stated that ‘it is
one of higher education’s purposes to prepare
students well for working life’. 

Employability skills are sometimes seen as
being in conflict with the aims and objectives of
a university. However, the differences between
skills required for academic study and those
desired by employers are often overstated. TMP
Worldwide Research (1998) identified skills
desired by employers. The three most desired
skills were oral communication, team working
and listening. The second cluster of skills
employers required included written communi-
cation, problem solving, relationship develop-
ment, the ability to adapt communication style,
time management and the ability to share
knowledge with others. These are all skills
which are of benefit from an academic perspec-
tive as well as that of employment. The actual
incidence of such skills, as perceived by employ-
ers, fell far below the levels required, despite the
employability initiatives described above. Even
skills in written and oral communication, which
headed the incidence list, were thought hard to
find in graduates.

A CVCP Report, Skills Development in Higher
Education (1998), brings home the relation
between skills required for both academic and
employment purposes. The first of four skills
categories identified by the Report was ‘tradi-
tional intellectual skills’, including items such
as critical evaluation of evidence, problem
solving, the ability to argue logically and to
challenge assumptions. Its second category
refers to ‘key’ skills such as communication,
application of number, working with others, use
of technology, and improving one’s own perfor-
mance, equally valid in employment and acade-
mic contexts. The same could be said of the
third category which covered ‘personal attrib-
utes’ such as self-reliance, adaptability, creativ-
ity and ‘nous’. A final category was ‘knowledge
about how institutions work’. Although this
final category is clearly more employment-ori-
entated than is usual on some university
courses, it is still possible to integrate this within
the main curriculum. Moreover, it is important
to bear in mind that improved employment
opportunities feature very highly in surveys of
students’ reasons for pursuing higher education
(Glasner, 2000).

Of these four categories listed in the CVCP
1998 Short Report, the first three would be as
useful to students for their studies as for
employment. There are good pedagogical
reasons for encouraging students to learn
through co-operation with others, to develop
self-management skills, to develop problem-
solving strategies and information management
skills. Employers value such skills, as well as
those such as critical thinking, analysis of data,
and written and oral communication skills.
Both lecturers and employers have an interest in
students being able to be self-reliant, able to
manage projects, write well, meet deadlines and
use information technology (IT). In other
words, the skills and attributes students acquire
in academic study are often transferable to the
workplace, provided that there is supportive
intervention to help students to articulate their
learning in the language of alternative contexts,
such as for higher academic study or employ-
ment.
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It is worth noting that the employability skills
listed by the TMP and CVCP reports include
many skills that require personal interaction
with others. This is one area where ‘residential’
universities have an advantage over e-universi-
ties. Courses which deliver information primar-
ily through passive and receptive means (large
lectures, note-making, essays and exams) may
face increasing competition from e-universities
who are likely to package informational courses
more effectively and conveniently. It is, there-
fore, in the interests of residential universities to
make the most of the benefits of working with
others as a value-added component on their
courses. Learning through interaction over time
is much harder to deliver through virtual
courses, even through an energetic electronic
debating forum.

Key skills are now being offered as courses at
some universities and have already been built
into a number of university courses. For
example, the Graduate Skills Programme at the
University of Luton was elaborated with local
employers (Collop et al., 1998) and is offered as
a post-exit work-based learning programme. In
addition, all Luton students are now offered a
range of academic and employability skills,
based on SEEC/HECIW descriptors amd inte-
grated into the curriculum. In other words, uni-
versities can address academic skills and a
significant part of the employability agenda
simultaneously. Similar moves have been taken
at Portsmouth (Glasner, 2000), and universities
all over Britain are engaged in mapping courses
against the SEEC descriptors, QCA key skills and
similar frameworks, as well as against QAA
benchmark skills. Imaginative curriculum
design can also incorporate careers research and
career planning as assessed project work or dis-
crete modules within most programmes of
study. A focus on skills development can
operate to the benefit of both academic stan-
dards and student employability.

Personal, professional and academic 
development
Through studying for a degree, students develop
not only academically, but also increase their
chances of moving into a professional career
and to develop, or mature, personal qualities
and attributes. However, students are not always
aware of what they have achieved beyond the
content of their subject disciplines; they may
not be able to articulate their broader learning
in terms of skills and personal qualities, espe-
cially when competing with other graduates for
work. 

To help address this, the Quality Assurance
Agency for Higher Education (2000) recom-
mends that personal development planning
(PDP) be built into provision for students over
the next few years. It is expected that the
progress file will pay particular attention to
employability skills. The minimum expecta-
tions are that:

• institutional promotional materials should
indicate how skills and attitudes that underlie
Personal Development Planning are pro-
moted; 

• at the start of an HE programme, students will
be introduced to the opportunities for PDP
within their programme;

• students will be provided with opportunities
for PDP at each stage of their programme;

• the rationale for PDP at different stages of a
programme will be explained for the benefit
of students.

It is useful to introduce this concept of per-
sonal development to students early in their
time at university, especially if a more inte-
grated approach to skills development is used. It
can help students to make more sense of inter-
active teaching techniques and to value tasks
such as oral presentation, which can be very
daunting initially. It also places skills develop-
ment within an adult, and therefore more
acceptable, context. Success in personal devel-
opment planning for most students is likely to
be heavily dependent on their abilities in the
key skills of improving their own learning and
performance.
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What do we mean by ‘skills’?

‘To be skilled is to be able to perform a learned
activity well and at will’ (Cottrell, 1999). Skill is
associated with performance, with a way of
using knowledge and experience in action.
Argyris and Schon (1974), for example, describe
skills as ‘dimensions of the ability to behave
effectively in situations of action’. Levels of
ability are implicit within the idea of a skill: a
skill can be more or less accomplished. There is
also an element of control: a skilled perfor-
mance does not arise by chance, by mere fluke,
but through an act of will, by an application of
previous knowledge and experience. As a result,
there can be a reasonable expectation that a
roughly equivalent performance could be
repeated. Skills are sensitive to practice and
strategy, and improve when there is time for
rehearsal: skills refer to ‘a quality of perfor-
mance which is developed through practice,
training or experience’ (Starkes and Allard,
1993). However, in order to fine-tune a skill,
personal qualities are also required, including
motivation, commitment, awareness of what is
required, perseverance and the ability to
manage set-backs. 

The boundaries of ‘skill’ merge with those of
personal attributes. They also merge with those
of knowledge: skill cannot be divorced from
experience and context. This is especially the
case with academic or ‘study’ skills. In some
ways, ‘skills’ is a misnomer, an easy point of ref-
erence rather than an accurate description.
Study skills development cannot be divorced
from other aspects of a student’s learning expe-
rience, including the subject discipline’s knowl-
edge base. Sometimes, a false antimony is
erected between ‘knowledge’ and ‘skills’, arising
from fears that skills development will under-
mine the ‘knowledge’ requirements. However,
as Bruner (1966) argued, ‘Knowing is a process,
not a product.’ Knowledge is not an end-
product, a discrete set of information that passes
from one head or text into another. Rather, it is
intrinsically linked to processing of informa-
tion, to ‘making sense’, developing understand-
ing at increasingly sophisticated levels, bringing

attention to certain kinds of information depen-
dent on the requirements of the context,
panning out and homing in at appropriate
levels of detail. To be knowledgeable within a
subject discipline goes hand in hand with skills
such as recognition of relevance, critical ability,
application of data to specific problems, making
decisions, and being able to communicate what
is known to other people. In other words, study
skills development is not an alternative to the
knowledge base but a way of enhancing learn-
ing potential so that the knowledge is more
accessible and better understood. 

Terminology
The literature on skills uses a plethora of differ-
ent terminology which can be confusing: core
skills, transferable skills, key skills, study skills,
learning skills, employability skills, lifelong
learning skills, process skills and many others.
There is no shortage of skills taxonomies.
However, it is easy to be diverted by what are
usually minor differences between lists. Some
sub-skills are relevant to several different skills.
For example, time management can be seen as a
relevant component of problem solving, per-
sonal management, or even as a group skill.
Taxonomies may opt to cite these sub-skills in
different places. A list of graduate skills and
qualities collated from a number of recent lists,
is given below (Appendix 1). Despite this, the
overall range of skills cited from one list to
another shows a great deal of similarity, as will
be shown below. 

Study skills
There is a growing awareness that students’ per-
formance, even in higher education, can be
improved through training in relevant academic
skills. These are generally referred to as ‘study
skills’. Hurley (1994) describes study skills as
‘key skills for all areas of education, including
advanced study’. He argues that students benefit
when these skills are taught explicitly. In other
words, study skills need to be developed at each
academic level: it should not be assumed that
the skills a student brings from school, or even
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from the first year of university, are sufficient to
carry them through their degree. Skills such as
personal management, task management,
research and information management,
working with others and critical thinking need
to be fine-tuned and extended as students move
from one level to another.

‘Transferable’ skills
Ball (1986) argued that employers needed not
only academic skills but what he called ‘trans-
ferable’ skills. The term ‘transferable skills’ is
generally used to refer to skills which are
regarded as transferable either from one course
to another, or between academic study and the
world of work. Bridges (1993) refers to transfer-
able skills as ‘meta-skills’ which enable people
‘to select, adapt, adjust and apply’ skills to dif-
ferent contexts and even cognitive domains.
Skills usually cited in this category are those
such as working with others, written communi-
cation, use of IT, and problem solving. There is
some convergence evident in what were for-
merly referred to as ‘transferable skills’ and the
more current terminology of ‘key skills’. 

It is manifestly evident that some skills which
appear to be readily transferable from one
context to another do not transfer as easily as
might be expected. In practice, any skill is
potentially ‘transferable’, and no skill is auto-
matically transferable. For a skill to be transfer-
able, there is usually a need for:

• at least three practice attempts in order to
develop a more abstract schema of the activ-
ity, building upon concrete and situated expe-
rience; and 

• the tutor or trainer to make explicit the way
in which the skill might be applicable to more
than one context. 

Transferability is very much dependent on
training in recognising cross-application. A
good training in problem solving could develop
the meta-skills that would enable students to
develop such recognition more independently.
Chapter 8 suggests that ‘transferability’ may
depend less on apparent surface similarity in the
skills (writing letters, writing essays, writing

business reports) than on the individual’s per-
ception of the task. For some individuals, appar-
ently disparate skills (such as dressmaking and
writing) may share an underlying problem-
structure which allows for competence to be
transferred more easily to a new context.

Core skills
Hurley (1994) uses ‘core skills’ to refer to cross-
curricular skills such as language and numeracy,
IT and personal effectiveness. It might be argued
that there are subject-specific requirements,
even in HE, in terms of numeracy, IT and lan-
guage. If students need additional English, they
are unlikely to have time to learn the whole
English language but time devoted to key lan-
guage patterns and phrasing used within the
subject area could be of great assistance. This
book does not focus on core skills.

Key skills
Hurley argues that key skills are ‘relative to the
level and programme of study, and are the
essential learning skills and competences
required for successful completion of study at
that level’. Key skills include communication,
number and study skills, but could be any skill
needed for the programme, such as pattern
cutting, use of specialist equipment, or higher
level interpretative skills. The Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority (QCA) identifies key skills
as those ‘needed to succeed in work, education
and everyday life’ (QCA, 2000). Six key skills
were identified by the QCA in the 1980s in con-
sultation with representatives from higher edu-
cation and employers. These are:

*Communication 
*Application of number
*Information technology 
*Working with others
*Improving own learning and performance
*Problem solving 

Those skills marked with an asterisk are com-
pulsory for all students on courses offering a
General National Vocational Qualification,
(GNVQ). These key skills, along with working
with others and improving one’s performance,
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are required for modern apprenticeships and
national traineeships. They enter into higher
education curricula via Foundation Degrees,
whose prospectus states that programmes
should offer ’assessed or accredited key skills’,
covering ‘communication, team working,
problem solving, application of number, use of
information technology and improving own
learning and performance’ (HEFCE, 2000). Some
universities such, as Portsmouth, have adopted
the QCA’s six key skills categories for all stu-
dents, not just those on Foundation Degrees.
Whether these six key skills are sufficient key
skills for HE graduate courses is open to ques-
tion. The SEEC descriptors suggest some alterna-
tive skills which might be considered as ‘key’ to
HE, such as ‘creativity’ and ‘analysis’. It might
also be argued that research and investigative
skills, rather than being incorporated under
problem solving, might require more individual
focus and are, for HE, key skills in their own
right. It could also be argued that, in the current
climate of vocational education, ‘preparation
for the workplace’ (or similar) could be regarded
as a key skill in its own right. This could include
such elements as career planning, knowledge of
the labour market, understanding of how organ-
isations work, and appropriate behaviours in
the work place.

QAA Benchmark Skills
The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) offers
benchmarks for skills in different academic dis-
ciplines. Although a different selection of skills
is identified for each subject discipline, and the
vocabulary used to describe the skills varies
slightly in each case, an underlying set of six
skills emerges, which are generally in line with
the ‘key skills’ identified above. In essence, the
skills expected are those which require students
to be able to manage themselves, their interac-
tions with others, and their responsibility for
the task in hand, as well as being able to com-
municate, use IT and manage information.
Although the lists can be expanded to include
many more headings, these six areas cover most
of the skills required. What is meant by each

skill is likely to vary somewhat according to the
subject discipline or professional area. The skills
and sub-skills extrapolated from across the first
29 sets of draft benchmarks are roughly as
follows: 

(1) Improving own learning and perfor-
mance (Self)
Taking responsibility for one’s own learning
and performance; reflecting on practice;
learning to learn; applying learning to new
contexts; applying learning theory; reflec-
tive professional practice; self-management
and self-reliance.

(2) Working with others (Others) 
Interactive group skills; project work; listen-
ing skills; working with the public or differ-
ent client groups; constructive criticism;
teamwork; working with colleagues and
managing work placements; negotiation,
consultation, interviewing, observing; com-
mittee skills; the ethics of interaction and
intervention; managing emotion; assertive-
ness; being aware of the effect of one’s own
behaviour upon a group. 

(3) Problem solving and task management
(Task) 
Time and space management; working to
deadlines; organisational skills; investiga-
tive skills; research; recognising problem
structures; applying knowledge and skills to
new areas; trying out models; applying
theory to real contexts.

(4) Communication 
Writing in a range of styles for different
audiences and purposes; oral presentation
skills; listening skills; team presentation;
using IT to aid presentation; communicat-
ing to a range of audiences using different
media.

(5) Using IT
Basic applications (word-processing, spread-
sheets, databases, graphics, email); using
the internet; using course software; using
statistics packages; using specialist IT for
specific purposes.
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(6) Information management/investigative
skills 
Being able to collect, manage, select and
interpret data of various kinds including
statistics and qualitative data; understand-
ing the conventions of research; evaluating
the quality of data; presenting data to
others; the ‘application of number’; using IT
to enhance research skills and store infor-
mation. 

SEEC/HECIW Level Descriptors
The South England Education Consortium
(SEEC) and the Higher Education Credit
Initiative, Wales (HECIW) initiated a UK-wide
collaboration in developing a standardised
framework for defining levels and standards of
modular units (see Appendix 2). The six head-
ings described above under QAA benchmarking
would apply primarily to the SEEC/HECIW cat-
egory of ‘Key transferable skills’. Most of the
CVCP’s second category of skills would also fit
under the SEEC/HECIW ‘Key transferable skills’
heading. The framework is useful for course staff
in mapping out learning outcomes and devel-
opmental skills so that students can chart their
performance. Some institutions now require the
learning outcomes of all courses to be written in
terms of these SEEC/HECIW descriptors. To
facilitate the work of courses that already 
use SEEC/HECIW descriptors, I have used
SEEC/HECIW descriptors, mostly pitched at
level 1, for each of the sessions and activities
suggested in Part II (below).

Study skills within the skills agenda
It is important that essential study skills are
included within newer skills agendas such as
‘employability’ and personal and professional
development initiatives. The QAA benchmark
skills and the SEEC/HECIW descriptors, dis-
cussed above, although very useful in advancing
the skills agenda, do not necessarily address
skills from the perspective of the student. For
example, on courses where there is formal timed
assessment (examinations), memory skills are

paramount for students, as are strategies for
managing the revision and exam process itself.
These barely feature in the QAA benchmarks or
SEEC/HECIW descriptors. Students referred for
study support often require training in the basic
study skills, upon which higher academic skills
can then be more fruitfully developed: inves-
tigative skills including course-specific reading
strategies, thinking skills, task management and
organisational skills. If students lack these skills,
it is much more difficult for lecturers to teach
them subjects at HE levels 2 and 3. 

The skills identified and addressed through
this book go a considerable way towards provid-
ing a solid basis upon which university courses
can develop the skills agenda, both in terms of
academic skills and ‘employability’ skills. The
book does not cover all areas of the skills
agenda. Numeracy, language, IT, careers plan-
ning and ‘world of work’ aspects of employabil-
ity are specialisms in their own right. In terms of
the skills agendas described above, this book
addresses:

(1) developing traditional intellectual skills
(thinking skills; critical analytical thinking;
memory; training towards assessment);

(2) managing one’s own learning and perfor-
mance (Self);

(3) working with others (Others);
(4) problem solving and organisational skills

(Task management); 
(5) communication skills (written and oral).

Institutional advantages of a ‘skills
curriculum’

Benefits to the university
A ‘skills curriculum’ in this context is one which
looks at its own skills requirements alongside
the skills needs of its students and seeks to inte-
grate skills development as seamlessly as possi-
ble within the overall course provision. This
creates a supportive environment which adds to
the quality of the students’ experience. Indeed,
QAA quality assurance procedures have, until
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recently, employed ‘Support and Guidance’ as a
separate category for checking universities’
quality assurance mechanisms. The quality of
support within a learning environment impacts
upon other QAA quality categories, such as
‘Progression and Achievement’ and ‘Teaching
and Learning’. Although Support and Guidance
is sometimes regarded as extrinsic to the course,
as services offered by the Careers Advisory
Service, Disability Co-ordinators, Student
Services or other specialist departments, audi-
tors are becoming increasingly aware of learning
support as intrinsic to course delivery. The
recent QAA Code of Practice on Disability
(QAAHE, 1999), for example, which includes
students with specific learning difficulties,
argues that responsibility for support lies with
all areas of the university, and should be inte-
grated into teaching and curriculum design. 

QAA auditors are becoming more skilled at
identifying what support courses or depart-
ments offer to students, and how this dovetails
with more specialist support. With the current
emphasis on ‘employability’, for example, audi-
tors are interested in how courses develop stu-
dents’ skills, rather than merely what the
Careers Advisory Service offers in terms of
advice. Similarly, the QAA Code of Practice on
Disability states that provision for disability is
seen as intrinsic to all delivery. Ideally, the
support needs of students with disabilities
should be met in ways that do not require 
students having to declare a disability or 
claim support on ‘special’ grounds or as a 
‘concession’: the environment should be 
supportive of all of its students (Silver et al.,
1998). Chapters 3 to 5, below, look at the ways
that institutions can structure support so that
study skills are acquired in more seamless, inte-
grated ways. 

A supportive and professional learning envi-
ronment can help to retain students. Yorke
(1999) found that the culture of the course can
have a decisive influence on whether students
are retained. This culture can be imparted to the
student from very early on, from pre-induction
literature, from the induction process itself, and
by comments made by lecturers on assignments

or in class. Assessment processes can be a factor
in student loss. Traditionally, a minority of
British school pupils have succeeded in the
formal assessment proceedures required at GCSE
and at ‘A’ level. If students received low grades
for school exams, they enter HE without the
skills needed to pass exams well; it follows that
they need training in order to make sense of
what assessment processes require of them.
Those who support students on an individual
basis find that students, including those with
traditional qualifications, may have little idea of
what is expected, and are perfectly capable of
succeeding once they have had training, prac-
tice and a boost to their confidence. Supportive
environments can contribute to student reten-
tion, which, in turn, has a critical impact upon
university finances, staff retention and projects
which the university may wish to pursue.

Advantages of a skills curriculum to 
lecturers
There is no doubt that widening participation
places heavier demands upon lecturers. There
are many reasons for this, one of which is that
many students have not yet learnt to manage
their own learning and to be confident in their
own decision making. Another is that students
have weak internal schema of what HE is about,
and sometimes little idea of what they are
expected to do. For example, school and college
students may be used to teachers telling them to
open their books on a certain page and to turn
to a particular paragraph. It is not unusual for
students to then enter HE still expecting
‘someone’ to tell them when to read. This is
often given as an explanation when students are
asked why they did not read course handbooks
or essential information: they are merely used to
others telling them when and what to read. 

A lecturer at Birmingham University des-
cribed how she had prepared materials which
she handed out at a pre-course introductory
day, outlining how students should prepare for
the course. At the end of the session, over half
the new entrants left without it. Lecturers
describe the increased ‘nannying’ that is
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required of them. It can seem as if students are
incapable of organising themselves and must
accost staff for information which is quite
clearly laid out in course handbooks. Student
inability to meet deadlines means that lecturers
have to sit through long explanations and 
life histories as students barter for mitigating 
circumstances or extra time. Panic about 
deadlines or exams can also bring students
running to the lecturer’s door, asking for addi-
tional help.

Students often lack basic study skills so that
they are ill-prepared for learning the more spe-
cialised skills required of them as they move
through different levels. This impedes under-
standing, slows down mental processing of new
material, and complicates the teaching of more
complex material. Excessive, and often unneces-
sary, questioning during class-time can mean
lecturers cannot cover the material they had set
for a session. Teaching staff benefit from the
introduction of skills such as self-management,
written communication, assessment training,
basic critical thinking skills and foundation
research skills into the curriculum. If many stu-
dents lack the requisite skills, it is better that
training is built into their programme, rather
than each student chasing lecturers for addi-
tional support. Lecturers also have their part to
play in modelling, rehearsing and reinforcing
the skills and behaviours they wish to see in
their students. Skills training along with sup-
portive teaching strategies can mean that lectur-
ers are under less pressure from students. It also
means that students are better prepared when
they enter higher years or levels, to build
towards more specialised skills required by the
discipline. 

The importance of lecturers to study
skills development
The lecturer’s attitude to, and comments about,
study skills are key in this
Lecturers have a central role to play in develop-
ing students’ skills. Students take study skills
much more seriously when their lecturers indi-
cate that they also consider them important.

Moreover, students who need additional learn-
ing support are often terrified that their lectur-
ers will think they are not already perfect
students. It is very common for students to
believe that if their lecturers knew they were
struggling, they would allocate lower marks.
Whether this is the case or not, it is a commonly
held belief. Students can feel that they must
appear to have no problems at all, and that a
brave front will, in itself, bring them higher
marks. Lecturers can reassure students that this
is not the case, and can also frame skills
development and learning support in a positive
way, bringing out the general importance for all
learners of identifying and addressing areas for
improvement. This is in line with the approach
identified by Wolfendale above (1996) where
leanning development is part of a more general
encouragement for ‘striving after excellence’.

Lecturers make study skills real and pertinent
Many students need lecturers to provide a
bridge between the material presented in a
study skills guide (or a generic or introductory
study skills unit) and the tasks they must under-
take on a day-by-day basis for their chosen sub-
jects. As has been shown with other types of
problem solving, students cannot necessarily
see the connection between the information in
a book and the particular task before them, or
even between similar types of task, unless some-
body helps them to make the connection
(Butterworth, 1992; Reed et al., 1985.) Simply
handing study skills materials out at the 
beginning of the year does not necessarily do
the trick of helping students to learn how 
to learn.

Although study skills units and drop-ins help
many students, it is important to bear in mind
that the time a student spends on a study skills
unit or at drop-in sessions is a very small per-
centage of their time on the course. As with any
other learning, the student may forget what
they learnt on the unit soon after they leave it,
unless that information is reinforced by others.
Lecturers are ideally placed to make study skills
materials relevant to the particular subject,
through the way they teach, in the way they
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mark and give feedback, in modelling good
practice, in the language they use, and the atti-
tudes they reveal.

Teaching strategies create opportunities for
skills development
It is the lecturer who provides opportunities for
discussion, interactive learning, problem
solving, student participation and other strate-
gies that enable a wide range of skills to develop.
Conservative teaching styles may mean that stu-
dents leave with a very narrow set of skills and
very little idea of how to apply them across a
range of contexts. 

Willcoxson (1988) found that lecturers’
method and style is influenced by whether they
see learning as ‘the transmission of knowledge’
or ‘the facilitation of learning’. Students may
also enter HE with the notion that teaching 
is something that is ‘done to them’ rather 
than something which requires their active par-
ticipation. Students need to feel confident 
that lecturers can guide them to learn rather
than simply feed them with facts and answers.
Research by Gibbs and others (1992) suggests
that students take strategic approaches to 
learning, depending on how the course is struc-
tured and assessed. They are unlikely to see the
value of independent and interactive
approaches to learning if the teaching and

assessment does not also reinforce a student-
centred approach.

Final comments 

University departments and subject areas will
need to identify their own particular ways of
facing the various challenges of widening par-
ticipation, inclusiveness, employability and
student achievement. This book argues the case
for a different kind of supportive learning envi-
ronments than has been traditional in higher
education. It emphasises that support is not
simply a question of ‘bolt-on’ additional help by
experts from outside the main subject disci-
pline, but is an ethos which needs to permeate
an institution, from the level of policy, strategy
and curriculum design through to that of indi-
vidual staff responses to students. The rise of
interest in skills, both academic and profes-
sional, is a useful vehicle for increasing the com-
petence of all students and for reducing the
need for remedial support. In an era of widening
participation, where there are concerns for
student retention and employability and where
there is a growing emphasis on improved
teacher training, a focus on skills development
is one way of meeting several important aspects
of the higher education agenda. 
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In attempting to enhance the student learning
experience and improve performance, guidance
can be drawn from theories of learning, from
adult students’ own accounts of their learning
and from the experiences of lecturers. This
chapter opens with an exploration of learning
theories that throw light upon adult learning,
such as constructivism, embedded learning and
equilibration theory. Particular emphasis is
given to ways that learning and performance
may be either ‘inhibited’ (thus preventing stu-
dents from achieving their potential) or ‘moti-
vated’ (so as to take students to the ‘take-off’
stage of engaged, independent learning).
Students’ attitudes and approaches to higher
education study can be key factors in successful
learning and may act as either inhibitors or
motivators. This chapter offers a theoretical and
contextual background to the strategies sug-
gested later in the book, with an emphasis on
the implications for successful teaching and
learning in an era of widening participation.

Theories of learning

Learning is a natural process. Our brains are set
up to learn. Billions of neurons develop net-
works to help us to encode information for
memory, to transmit information from one part
of the brain to another, and to form associations

between new and known material. There are
also innumerable ways to learn: by listening, by
watching others, through imitation, by day-
dreaming, by taking small steps or through an
inspired leap, by practice, by thinking through
the relationship between two different prob-
lems, and so on. We have extraordinary internal
resources. In other words, learning could be,
perhaps should be, easy: our most intense learn-
ing is achieved in the first few years, long before
we have any formal education. For very young
children, learning is easy and generally fun, and
yet adults can find ‘learning’ to be both difficult
and threatening. Nonetheless, even struggling
learners can find that they are able to improve
performance when the conditions of learning
are changed in some way, by altering aspects
such as the learning environment, the wording
of the task, the strategy selected, or attitude
towards the task. 

Most of the best researched theories of learn-
ing are based on studies of children.
Nonetheless, these are also instructive in under-
standing the learning of adults, not only
because these theories have shaped the develop-
ment of adults studying in universities today
but also because, as is manifest when observing
students, adults often regress to childlike states
when they enter a taught session. It is, there-
fore, reasonable for us to ask what happens to
inhibit the open, receptive and easy learning of
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young children so that we and our students, as
adults, can find it difficult to learn? Why is it
that sometimes we cannot take in new informa-
tion or feel that it is impossible for us to learn
new ways? Much of the research that con-
tributed to the formulation of theories of learn-
ing focused on learning difficulty. The teaching
and learning strategies which derived from such
research have generally had a wider relevance
and applicability, and can help us in supporting
adult students. This chapter looks at some of the
main theories of learning, their relevance to
adult learners and some of the approaches that
adult students bring to their studies which can
lead to underperformance, withdrawal or
failure. This chapter and those that follow iden-
tify teaching and learning strategies that can be
adopted to retain students, improve perfor-
mance and enhance the overall learning experi-
ence. In particular, this chapter draws out how
theory can inform delivery of study skills and
learning support so that there is a greater
chance of a successful outcome.

Constructivism: internal schema
Of the different models of learning, the most
influential has been constructivism. The under-
lying premise of constructivism is that when we
encounter new situations we build upon pre-
existing internal models, known as schema or
schemata. Bartlett (1932) described a schema as
‘an active organisation of past reactions, or past
experiences, which must always be supposed to
be operating in any well-adapted organismic
response’. Piaget (1952), who further developed
schema theory, argued that we acquire knowl-
edge by ‘acting upon the world’: we seek out
new experiences actively, and our brains either
assimilate new experience into our own existing
schemas or else we must alter our internal
models to accommodate the new information.
As we go through the day, all of our experiences
continuously reinforce or alter what we already
know, strengthening or undermining our
mental schema. Constructivism argues that
learning is an active process of constructing new
models of reality – or reinforcing old learning.

Fry et al., (1999) use this idea to support the
notion of active learning approaches, linking
schema development to an ideal of learning as
‘transformative experience’: ‘Unless schemata
are amended, learning will not occur. Learning
(whether in cognitive, affective, interpersonal or
psychomotor domains) involves a process of
individual transformation.’

It might be expected that if we were exposed
to new experiences which challenged our previ-
ous internal models, the schema would auto-
matically change to accommodate the
challenge. If this were always so, teaching would
be very easy. Unfortunately, that is not the case.
There isn’t a predetermined link between expe-
riences, which we might assume would chal-
lenge our internal models, and transformative
learning. In other words, ‘experience’, of itself,
is not necessarily transformative. A learning
experience, such as reading a book, listening to
a lecture, undertaking a new activity or attend-
ing a staff development session, does not neces-
sarily lead to learning taking place. It may
simply be an act of ‘exposure’ rather than an
inner transformative event at any level.
Moreover, as Bartlett showed (1932), we are
more likely to adapt (or ‘transform’) new infor-
mation until it fits our pre-existing viewpoints
than we are to change our previous opinions to
fit new data. Dahlgren (1984) argues that stu-
dents’ hold over new learning is often confused
whilst changes in their conceptual models are
‘relatively rare, fragile and context-dependent
occurrences’. This chapter will explore some of
the reasons for inhibited learning in adult stu-
dents as well as looking at what can lead to
motivated, engaged learning.

Learning contexts: external 
environments
In the 1970s and 1980s, theories of learning
were very much influenced by a resurgent inter-
est in Vygotsky. Vygotsky (1962) argued that
what we regard as internal cognitive processes,
such as memory, voluntary attention and lan-
guage are determined by the culture in which
we develop. Social interactions, and the overar-
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ching culture in which these take place, influ-
ence us in what we consider worthy of atten-
tion, how we create value systems, and how we
value ourselves within those systems. If, for
example, neat handwriting and spelling are
strongly valued by teachers, a person with a
good capacity for generating ideas but who
writes illegibly and with bad spelling may be
regarded as ‘not very bright’. The person may
internalise this model. This may be true even
when it contradicts feedback they receive from
others: the view of a particular lecturer or a poor
exam grade can outweigh the impact of positive
input received from elsewhere. Interpersonal
behaviours and socially situated beliefs become
intrapersonal cognitive processes. 

The ‘handwriting’ example given above typi-
fies the experience of many adults who return to
higher education. They carry an internal model
which has been socially formed by existing
norms of what is clever and what is not, and
which often underestimates their range of abili-
ties, especially in those areas which are difficult
to assess through formal testing, such as inter-
personal skills, creativity, inventiveness, self-
reliance and entrepreneurship. It is important
that, as educators, we recognise the previous
factors that have influenced students’ beliefs
about themselves as learners. At the very least,
we must take care not to reproduce interactions
which reinforce unhelpful and inhibitory ways
of learning. In many cases, we will achieve more
from our students if we address, head on, how
they perceive themselves as learners, and invite
them to consider whether this assists or inhibits
their current learning (Cottrell, 1999). Indeed, it
is often underlying beliefs about ability and per-
formance rather than particular skills or actual
performance which are most influential on a
student’s future progress.

Where Piaget argued that we do naturally
develop from lower to higher states of learning
development (Miller, 1989), Vygotsky (1988)
argued that development to higher states of
learning is far from automatic. He laid emphasis
on the need for a teacher or mentor to structure
activity and to support learning from one stage
to the next. He described a ‘Zone of Proximal

Development’ – a potential for a ‘next stage’ of
learning which could only be achieved through
support. In particular, he argued that the devel-
opment of abstract modes of thought required
specific instruction (Butterworth and Harris,
1994). Research tends to support the view that
most adults do not naturally reach the stage of
formal abstract thinking. King (1985) has shown
that most adults fail on the highest stages of
Piaget’s tasks, the ‘formal operation stage’ of
abstract or hypothetical thought, even though
Piaget believed this would be attained by early
adolescence. Nonetheless, King argues, adults
incapable of Piaget’s tasks in abstract reasoning
are nonetheless capable of higher level inferen-
tial and analytical thinking in their life contexts
and situated specialisms, whether this be in car
mechanics or discussing animal tracking – in
other words, when they are working from a
knowledge base recognisable to them. 

Bruner (1975) used the term ‘scaffolding’ to
refer to ways that childhood learning is sup-
ported by adults who build on existing compe-
tence in order to accomplish next-stage tasks.
The adult, being more experienced, can organise
activity to structure the learning experience.
This allows learners to move beyond their
current levels of performance. Although Bruner
used this idea in relation to very young chil-
dren, it has been applied to classroom teaching
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987) and is a useful
concept to apply to adult learning. Research on
problem solving has highlighted the key role
the teacher has in leading students to apply
learning acquired in one context to another.
Research into mathematical problem solving,
for example, suggests that for skills to be trans-
ferred, the student has to be helped to identify
common features of the old and new problems
or situations, looking especially for similarities
in the underlying structure of the two problems.
In other words, the teacher has to make very
explicit the link between previous and new
learning or else the student may not realise that
two problems or exercises are connected. In
addition, the new learning needs to be pitched
at a similar level of complexity to that already
covered (Reed et al., 1985).
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Often, when teaching has not honoured these
basic principles, a pupil or student will feel lost
and withdraw, thinking the fault lies with their
intelligence, rather than in the way the problem
was presented. Teachers can help students to
identify and clarify what they already know,
and use this knowledge as the basis for the next
step in their learning. Whenever we speak about
‘transferable skills’, for example, we need to be
aware of the need for a teacher or mentor to
scaffold the process of recognising, applying
and articulating in one context the skills
acquired or required in another. Perry (1970)
has shown how students, especially in the first
year, are generally absolutist in their thinking,
looking for right answers and the proper ways of
doing things. They want to know how they can
‘deliver’ what lecturers want. There are different
ways that this could be viewed. For example,
when students ask ‘how can I get a first?’, this
could be regarded as a retrograde step – a 
desire to be ‘led by the hand’ or spoon-fed
(Miller, 1998). On the other hand, it could be
construed as a willingness to learn, motivation
to achieve, reflection on current levels of per-
formance, evidence of some critical self-aware-
ness and openness to the scaffolding process.

Learning as transformation towards 
autonomy
Boud (1989) outlined four traditions of adult
education: ‘training and efficiency’, ‘androgogi-
cal’, ‘humanistic’ and ‘critical’, each with a dif-
ferent view of the learner and what the learner
needs. Usher et al. (1997) identified, nonethe-
less, a common thread in these disparate
approaches: each, they suggest, regards adults as
having a ‘natural potential’ for autonomy that
could be released if certain barriers were simply
removed. For the ‘training’ approach, some-
times known as ‘technicist’, autonomy is
acquired by gaining control over the learning
process, albeit within predefined, externally pre-
scribed, knowledge and skills areas. The andro-
gogical approach (Knowles, 1978), argues that
learners need to have their own experiences val-
idated and used as the basis of their learning –

although the constructed nature of the interpre-
tations made of that experience is perhaps
underexplored in this approach. For the human-
istic school, the learner needs to be emancipated
from oppressive learning conditions (Rogers,
1967, 1983): teachers should become facilitators
to enable students to regain their autonomy.
Learners, it is conceded, to become auton-
omous, ‘may need the context of a highly sup-
portive and respectful environment’ to help
them recognise and explore individual needs.
Critical pedagogy puts less emphasis on individ-
ual learners and looks for the emancipation at a
social level (Brah and Hoy, 1989). 

From a postmodernist perspective, there is
not an essential ‘autonomous student’ waiting
to get out; instead, the learner is perceived as a
constructed, changing entity, ‘caught up in’
relations, texts, narratives. Usher et al. (1997),
drawing on Shotter (1989, 1993) and Flax
(1993), argue that there is not an originary or
‘authentic self’ to be emancipated: the ‘self’
itself is constructed and impermanent. It is
always situated within social and cultural 
contexts, an educational and training history,
ideological contexts and so forth. Education
may change the ‘self’, may transform the
learner, but not simply through the removal of
barriers: an active construction or reconstruc-
tion of the learner would form part of that
process. 

The particular experiences of individual stu-
dents are likely to result in their needing differ-
ent combinations of response drawn from each
of the learning approaches described above: dif-
ferent levels of training, learning which builds
from experience, and supportive learning envi-
ronments. In addition, students can benefit
from gaining an understanding of how con-
texts, processes, and narratives have shaped
their ‘learning selves’. For example, those who
hold their own learning in poor esteem can
benefit from addressing the origin of their atti-
tudes towards, and definitions of, ‘intelligence’
and how they came to be appraised as intelli-
gent or not within the context of their previous
educational culture.
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Embedded learning and meaningful
tasks
People can fail to perform well on tasks that are
given to them because the tasks do not make
sense to them (Donaldson, 1987). When a task
is meaningful in terms of previous experience,
people are able to undertake the kind of reason-
ing that they are not able to manage when tasks
are presented in more abstract ways. Donaldson
noted, for example, that adults can have diffi-
culties with tasks that require very close reading
or accurate interpretation of specific words,
especially on abstract tasks that do not make
sense in terms of everyday experience. She
found that even adults tend to read globally,
taking in information in a general sense and
they may not consider using a close, word-by-
word reading strategy unless trained to do so.
This has a bearing on the behaviours of under-
graduates in relation to course reading and
assessment, where success may be dependent on
close analytical reading and interpretation.
Students who do not read analytically may need
guidance in how to do so and with a rationale
that makes the task meaningful. It is especially
pertinent for interpreting exam questions where
there isn’t a wider context to inform those who
use a global rather than an analytical reading
style.

When students fail, it is often assumed that
this is because they are not ‘bright’ enough. In
many circumstances, this may be because the
student has not yet been exposed to sufficient
concrete experience of higher education in
order to develop abstract schema of what it is to
be a student at this level. They may not have
sufficient experience of required conventions.
This is especially true of mature students who
return to education from work or through access
courses, or who are first generation in HE. In
addition, students can lack adequate acquain-
tance with the specialised language needed to
make sense, at speed, of what is said (in lectures,
for example) or to interpret assessment tasks.
Assessment tasks such as essays or exams may
have no real-life correlate for the student and, as
the task appears to be meaningless, the student
may find it difficult to work out what is

required. In parallel with Donaldson’s research
with children, Prosser and Millar (1989) found
that physics students’ ability to explain
Newtonian mechanics varied greatly depending
on whether the task involved an example of a
moving car or a moving ice puck. 

It is now argued that individual ‘cognition is
typically situated in a social and physical
context and is rarely, if ever, decontextualised’
(Butterworth, 1992). A tradition of regarding
academic knowledge and skills as being of a dif-
ferent order of thinking and ability has not
helped to encourage learners and teachers to
look for similarities in the underlying expertise
structure of both academic and everyday learn-
ing. In what may appear to be a paradox, the
more abstract a task is, the more it is likely to be
a product of a very particular culture
(Richardson, 1991; Johnson-Laird, 1985). The
example of the disparity between Brazilian
street children’s ability for ‘street’ maths com-
pared to their difficulties with maths in class-
room contexts is well known. George and
Glasgow (1988) argue that this is true of many
other areas of knowledge that learners
encounter, including botany, physics, medicine,
psychology and biology. Adult learners, in par-
ticular, bring a store of knowledge and skills
that they may not be able to apply in a new
learning context without support and may
therefore undervalue and underuse pre-existing
skills and knowledge. Even skills such as time
management and problem solving may be
accessible to adults in the context of home or
work but they may not recognise these as
applicable to the HE context. 

From concrete to abstract skills
Our ability to think in abstract ways about
something may depend on having already had
real-life experience of problems of a similar
nature. Butterworth (1992), describes how
abstract notions such as ‘generosity’ are actually
concrete social realities. The real-life, concrete
experience allows us to develop a mental model,
which later provides the basis for abstract think-
ing. If we have gaps in concrete experience – for
example, with manipulating numbers – we are

20 CHAPTER 2 Learning in context



likely to find it harder to move on to more
abstract examples until we fill those gaps.
Butterworth argues that when we are presented
with a familiar problem in an unfamiliar
context, we may be unable to recognise that the
two are the same. This can make us look like
complete beginners when this is not the case.
We may need somebody to point out the simi-
larity between what we already know and the
new learning – and then we can do it.

What this research suggests is that if we want
students to develop abstract reasoning skills,
they need to begin from concrete experience
that makes sense in the world they already
inhabit. Donaldson (1978) writes: ‘The paradox-
ical fact is that disembedded thinking, although
by definition it calls for the ability to stand back
from life, yields its greatest riches when it is con-
joined with doing.’ Hatano and Inagaki (1992)
make a distinction between ‘routine’ knowledge
which is tied to specific contexts, and ‘concep-
tual knowledge’ which is transferable to new sit-
uations. They found that experience of
particular concrete situations could be used,
through analogy, to develop conceptual knowl-
edge applicable to new contexts. They found
that those who merely observed others rather
than having direct, practical experience were
less able to develop to a conceptual level of
thinking about the subject.

This is relevant to many aspects of HE teach-
ing, and in particular to skills development. If
abstract thinking is a (potentially) emergent
property of concrete experience, then it is to be
expected that students may find it very difficult
to apply what is learnt through ‘generic’ skills
training. Indeed, students generally are very dis-
contented by study skills provision when this is
taught in an abstract way, separate from other
aspects of the curriculum. Content-free skills
modules work counter to the natural propensity
of students to build conceptual skills from expe-
rience. It is much easier for students to learn
skills when the direct relevance of these to the
curriculum and to assessment is made explicit,
and when these are delivered using course mate-
rials and subject-specific examples. 

Study skills can become ‘conceptual’ knowl-

edge, transferable to new situations, when stu-
dents are exposed to embedded training and
experience over time. Even then, as was men-
tioned above, the skill may only become trans-
ferable, when its applicability to a new context
is made explicit by someone familiar with both
the original learning context and the situation
to which the skill must be applied. In other
words, lecturers cannot assume that students
who have applied study skills well in one area of
the curriculum will be able to apply them to dif-
ferent areas unless the link is made explicit. 

Equilibration: managing confusion
Although Piaget’s concepts of assimilation and
accommodation are often referred to in expla-
nations of learning, the key element in Piaget’s
model was the process of equilibration (1975),
often omitted from accounts of his ideas. Piaget
argued that equilibration occurs in three stages:

• equilibrium: a pre-existing state of satisfac-
tion with our way of thinking;

• disequilibrium: a dissatisfied awareness of
limitations in our existing ways of thinking;

• a more stable equilibrium: we move to a more
sophisticated way of thinking that overcomes
the limitations of our previous thinking.

Siegler (1991) gives the example of a child
who thinks that only animals are living things.
When she hears plants referred to as being alive,
she becomes uncertain of what ‘alive’ means.
This uncertainty, although temporarily uncom-
fortable, is a necessary stage in opening up to
new ideas. Dissatisfaction begins an internal
questioning which opens us up to exploring
new options. For students to progress to more
sophisticated ways of thinking, they need to be
receptive to disequilibrium and to be able to
manage or ‘contain’ short-term confusion.
Otherwise, they may cling to the security of
their former equilibrium. 

Creating opportunities for disequilibrium 
Although universities tend to place a premium
on critical awareness and clear thinking, there is
also a need to support students, constructively,
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