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Study skills and personal development

kills in studying are necessary for effective

learning. They are often thought of as a list of

activiies, such as note-taking and essay writing,
which have to be mastered in order to cope with a
range of tasks; but, it is suggested here, this is to view
outward expressions as the essence of the studying pro-
cess. Becoming a more effective learner is a develop-
mental process which involves people as whole per-
sons —as thinking, feeling and doing beings. This paper
reflects on some features of the process of studying in
higher education and skills required for it. It looks also
at some Implications for students and for those who seek
to help them to become more effective learners.

Studying: a multi-dimensional process

Each student develops a unique path of learning which
Is influenced by factors both external to and within that
person, which interact with one another and may
change over time. For example, there are some situa-
n'gmal factors which are peculiar to those who study ata
distance. They have to leam, for Instance, to study in a
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variety of environments designed to serve other pur-
poses. Also, as they are isolated for most — if not all - of
the time from fellow students and staff, and from external
motivations supplied by daily organisational timetables
and direct supervision, they need sufficient internal
motivation to persist in studying with only limited feed-
back from outside. Course-related factors are another
example of external influences, and these may affect
study strategies of both distance and internal students.
For example, there have been various investigations
into the influence of study processes on course content,
workloads, types of assessment, nature of leaming
tasks, quality of teaching, and so on.

Other studies have been made which take as their
starting-points cognitive and emotional processes
within the individual, and ways in which these may in-
teract with one another and influence outward expres-
sion. For Instance, it is possible to distinguish different
educational orientations, a term which refers to the
quality of the relationship which a student has with a
course in terms of aims, values and purposes; and types
of onentation, it has been found, influence approaches
to studying and what is gained from it (Gibbs et al,



1984).! It has been discovered also that there are differ-
ent conceptions of what counts as learning, and that
these, like educational orientation, may change over
time. For example, Perry (1970)? observed that there
were intellectual and ethical developments in students
as they moved through college. He identified nine
stages, beginning with dualistic thinking — a belief that
questions have right or wrong answers — at stage one,
moving on in later stages to a recognition that relativism
is the rule rather than the exception. Those who jouney
through to the final stage of development, he suggested,
are willing to commit themselves o a personal Interpre-
tation derived from the evidence. It would seem, then,
that students make sense of studying in different ways.
However, at the same time, they have multiple realites
within education, and, within any limitations which their
conceptions may impose, are not necessarily consistent
in their approach to different tasks and under different
circumnstances, for both inner and external factors play
a part in the outcome (Gibbs et al, 19823 Marton et al,
1984;* Richardson et al, 19875),

Some writers have concentrated on the emotional di-
mensicn, and have examined its influence on ap-
proaches to learning. It appears that how students foel
about the process of studying itself interacts with cogmi-
tive processes and practical expression. For example,
Nelson-Jones (1982)8 has found that students feelings of
adequacy - their sense of competence as leamers —
may over- or under-estimate actual competence in
terms of past achievements, and that altering sense of
competence may be the key to releasing external com-
petence. Exploring new ideas, and being creative gen-
erally, are processes likely to be associated with
pleasurable increased levels of arousal and excitement
(Fontana, 1988).7 Learning which goes beyond a shal-
low surface approach, however, may carry with it risks
and uncertainties. It may be assimilated readily into the
personal internal filing system, or it may perhaps affect
central values and distwrb deeply-held beliefs and
attitudes. This is likely to lead to intellectual and emo-
tional interplay and conflict which a student has to work
through and resolve if the learning is to become fully
part of his’her being; or possibly a student learns to live
with the conflict, or, alternatively, represses it (More,
1974).3

These very brief comments are intended to show
how mvestigations are revealing a complex inter-
relationship between and among factors internal and
external to students, and to explain why it is important to
regard studying as a multi-dimensional process. [n the
course of the process of becoming a more effective
learner, an individual may sometimes deem it Important
o concentrate on improving expertise at a practical
level, such as learning to read at different speeds, at
other times, the most pressing need may be to pay
attention to skalls at cognitive and emotional levels: and
at yetother times, it may well be that modifying external
factors which are capable of being altered, such as
perhaps place of study, takes priority. Coming to deci-
sions about how to proceed is a skdll in itself, It requires
the development of awareness - that is, the ability to
explore characterstics and processes within the self
and 1n the situation in which the student finds himvher-
self, and then to reflect on, analyse, and understand per-
sonal responses to them, This information can be used
to claniy a problem and then to choose a course of
action, perhaps, when appropriate, after looking
through relevant literature for new ideas, and/or discus-
sion with other people. The results of choices are in furn
evaluated, not only for cutcomes springing directly from
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thern, but also because a change along one dimension
may well have repercussions along other dimensions.
Thus an experiential learning cycle develops (Jaques,
1984)8.

In this way, the person who is becoming more effec-
tive as a learner is increasing histher range of skills, is
acquiring more flexibility and confidence in using them,
and is sorting out a way forward which Is appropriate
for him/her. It may be described as the process of
becoming more autonomous. Autonomy is not
synonymous with studying in isolation, or with finding
unaided all the answers to all problems which may
arise. It means having the capacity and willingmess to
take responsibility for personal development.

Facilitating study skills: a multi-
dimensional approach

What implications do these conceptions of learning
have for those who offer help to people seeking to im-
prove their skills in studying? A multi-dimensicnal ap-
proach is required to help with a multi-dimensional pro-
cess. There are no universally applicable sets of rules
which can be applied to the teaching of study skills any
more than there are such rules which can be supplied
to those who seek to improve these skills, Educational
counsellors are influenced in their task, as are students
in theirs, by many factors external and internal to them-
selves which interact and may change over tirne. For
Instance, course content and institutional factors, suchas
assessment requirements and workloads, have a bear-
ing on the tasks of counsellors, as they do on those of
students, Also contact may be on a one-to-one or group
basis, and it may, for example, be face-to-face, by tele-
phone, through correspondence, or by means of audio-
tapes and video-tapes. It has been suggested that stu-
dent learning may be influenced by the nature of the
teaching, and, likewise, if a counsellor is student-
centred, the way in which that person carries out the
task of helping is influenced by the needs and re-
sources students bring to the relationship. Similarly, in-
ternal beliefs, vaiues and attitudes affect expressions in
practice of those who facilitate learning, as they do of
students. Counsellors have their own orientations to-
wards their tasks, thelr own personal conceptions of
learming, ways of coping with associated emotions, and
so on. As with students, internal and external factors are
inter-related in many complex patterns.

A flexible partnership

If these comments on skills in studying and on facilitat-
ing their development are regarded as valid, then a
flexible working partnership between counsellor and
students would seem to be both logical and necessary!©.
The students come to the counsellor for help, and the
counsellor has knowledge, experience and skills to
offer. But adult students come with their own IesOurces,
which they can share with others and on which they can
build, as well as with their particular needs and queries,
and a diversity of aims and purposes. It is not simply a
case of counseliors giving and students receving. Asin
a conversation, leadership in a flexible partnership pas-
ses backwards and forwards between both parties, and
there is a sharing of power and control,

In such a partnership, a counsellor can facilitate
learning not only by practising a variety of strategies
and tactics but also by using as resources the nature of
the relationship itself and his/her own qualities as a per-
son. For instance, a counsellor who listens carefully to



students and explores with them and seeks to under-
stand their thoughts, feelings and actions is demonstrat-
ing by example what it means to be a willing learner;
and he/she can use the knowledge so gained to assist
the students. This process may also help students to
learn more about themselves, to accept and respect
themselves, as the counsellor has done, and to develop
confidence to explore and try out different skills. No
counsellor isinfallible. It is possible, for instance, to mis-
interpret a student's contribution, or not to know the ans-
wer to a question, but this too can be used to advantage,
Openly admitting a mistake and taking appropriate ac-
tion to remedy the situation can of itself help students to
recognise that errors can act as stimuli and challenges
to further development, and are not something to be
ashamed of Through processes such as these, it is pos-
sible for a lively, friendly and relaxed relationship to
develop between counsellor and students, with
psychological distance being brought to a minimum,
even though it may not always be possible to minimise
geographical distance.

An educational counsellor who offers a flexible work-
ing partership provides opportunities for students to
exercise autonomy, and also at the same time de-
monstrates autonomy. It is not possible for a counsellor
to plan the course of such a relationship in detail in ad-
vance. As it unfolds, it is necessary to take decisions on
appropriate strategies and tactics by weighing up re-
levant variables, then assessing how to proceed in the
light of developments and the aims of both counsellor
and students. A counsellor who plans for certainty and
atternpts to retain detailed control over the relationship
— for instance, by spending all or most of the time pas-
sing on to students written or oral information — is not act-
Ing autonomously, but is depending on the students to
accept his’her chosen content and structure. This de-
nies the students an example of autonomous action It
also denies thern opportunities to risk trying out differ-
ent ways of studying and to make decisions for them-
selves within the framework of the helping relationship,
in other words, opportunities to practise within the
relationship what is expected of them when they have
leftit.

Concluding comment

These few remarks may serve to indicate that, in a flex-
ible working parmership, not only what a counsellor
does but also how it is done are important, and that
facibtating the learning of others may demand much
personal effort in practical, cognitive and emotional
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terms. Reflection by the counsellor on the relationship
and on the part he/she is playing in it are a necessary
part of this effort. Sharing the results of reflective insight
with students, and comparing and clarifying percep-
tions, can be further ways of facilitating learning. Both
counsellor and students are engaged in the process of
building on resources and experiences.

The process of facilitating learning, like that of learn-
ing itself, embraces a whole panorama of tasks for
which many skills are required. Both processes are
open-ended and can never reach a stage of perfection
at which there is nothing more to learn. The title of this
paper is Study skills and personal development The
two are intimately inter-related. The principal theme
underlying this article is that both are as much the con-
cern of those who facilitate the development of skdlls in
studying as they are of those who seek to learn how o
study more effectively.

Sylvia Rhys
Tutor—counsellor and course tutor
Open University
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