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ABSTRACT

LEARNING IN THE DISCIPLINE OF PSYCHOLOGY:
AN ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT USING
A PAIRED COURSE MODEL
Rebecca Vaughn, Ed.D.
Department of Literacy and Elementary Education
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Sonya Armstrong, Director

Institutional statistics at Midwestern University show that in some 100-level general
education courses such as introductory psychology, nearly half of the students who were enrolled
during the past several years failed. It can be argued that in many cases, students were either
misprepared to meet course expectations or did not know how to study in those courses. The
paired course model has been recognized as an effective approach for contextualizing reading
and study strategy instruction, promoting immediate transfer of strategies, encouraging a sense of
purpose, and equipping students with the literacies necessary for academic success.
The purpose of this qualitative action research study was to examine students’
perceptions about reading and studying in introductory psychology (PSY 101) while co-enrolled
in College Reading and Study Strategies (LTC 102). Analysis of observations, focus groups,
interviews, and documents data showed that the biggest challenges participants experienced in
PSY 101 were: keeping up with the pace of the lecture, comprehending the textbook,
remembering and applying vocabulary, analyzing the syllabus, and effectively preparing for
exams. Students’ perceptions about their learning experiences throughout participation in the
paired courses have potential implications for both the structure of introductory psychology
courses and future applications of the paired course approach.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Among the many goals of education, perhaps none is more essential than the quest to
prepare students for college and career. Referred to as a mission of high school (Barton & Coley,
2011), fostering a future-oriented mindset requires knowledge of what students will need to
know to be prepared for life after high school. With the adoption of the Common Core State
Standards by 43 states plus the District of Columbia (Academic Benchmarks, 2015; Common
Core State Standards Initiative, 2015), the landscape of college readiness has been in the process
of great flux with the inclusion of college and career readiness as part of the core standards
implemented from preschool through high school.
Still, present-day admission into postsecondary education is no guarantee that students
will be equipped for the academic rigor of college-level academics (Arendale, 2010; Culver &
Morse, 2012; NCEE, 2013; Sartain et al., 1982; Springer, Wilson, & Dole, 2014; Zeidenberg,
2008). National trends reveal that fewer than half of the incoming freshmen are considered
“college ready” in the area of reading (ACT, 2012; ACT, 2013; ACT, 2014; College Board, 2012;
College Board, 2011; Greene & Forster, 2003). In fact, about 20% of secondary students enroll in
remedial coursework in the area of reading while still in high school (Eagan, Stolzenberg,
Ramirez, Aragon, Suchard, & Hurtado, 2014). In 2013, the number of high school graduates
considered college ready in the area of reading dropped from 52% in 2012 (ACT, 2012) to 44%
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(ACT, 2013). Being college-ready is defined here as having the degree of reading competence
that is required to be successful in college-level coursework.
Reading is an area of special significance in terms of college readiness because of the
high correlation with college success (Calcagno, Crosta, Bailey, & Jenkins, 2006; Caverly,
Nicholson, & Radcliffe, 2004), though the historical lack of alignment between high school and
college often results in a lack of readiness (Pretlow III & Wathington, 2013; Wirt, Choy,
Provasnik, Rooney, Sen, & Tobin, 2003). In a study conducted by Pretlow III and Wathington
(2013), most of the graduating seniors who were surveyed reported that they were not worried
about college-level academics, but the reality is that college reading and studying requires
strategies beyond what was expected or taught in high school (Conley, 2007; Nist & Simpson,
2000; Rado, Cohen, & Germuska, 2011; Weinstein, 2006). The lack of alignment between
postsecondary expectations and academic preparedness places an estimated one-half of all
college freshmen into at least one developmental-level course (Springer et al., 2014; Strong
American Schools, 2008; Vandal, 2010; Zeidenberg & Bailey, 2010). This translates into over
two million students enrolling in developmental education each year.
The occurrence of underprepared students on the college campus is not a new trend.
There have been students who were underprepared for college since the early years of
postsecondary education (Arendale, 2010; Boylan, 1988; Carter & Daraviras, 2010; Casazza,
1993; Hodges & Agee, 2009; Hodges & White Jr., 2001; Johnson & Carpenter, 2000; Stahl &
King, 2009; Wyatt, 1992; Zhang, 2000), and today’s college campus draws an increasingly
diverse population with an equally diverse range of academic preparedness (College Board,
2012; Keeling, 2004; Malcom, 2013). Fortunately, academic assistance programs—including
developmental education—help to bridge the readiness gap by equipping students with the
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strategies that can facilitate academic success (Goudas & Boylan, 2012), and have been doing so
for decades. However, it is important to consider whether today’s academic assistance programs
are incorporating the most current pedagogy in the field, and whether there are new or different
approaches to better equip students for their specific general education coursework. These
concerns contributed to the impetus for this study.

Overview of Chapter 1

The remainder of this chapter will first present a brief history of access to postsecondary
education and developmental education. Next, the courses that comprise developmental
education at Midwestern University where this study took place will be outlined. The impetus
and purpose for the study will then be presented, followed by research questions, the conceptual
framework for the study, relevant terminology, significance, and delimitations. The chapter will
conclude with an overview of the dissertation and chapter summary.

A Brief Overview on Accessibility in Postsecondary Education

In a recent White House report that focused on barriers and pathways to higher education,
most of the barriers were related to income and the ability to afford college (Middleclass Task
Force, 2010). Fortunately, access into postsecondary education has been expanded in a number
of different ways. Efforts to address or remove potential accessibility barriers include financial
assistance and transitional courses (NCES, 2011). Thus, neither pecuniary needs nor
underdeveloped college readiness skills necessarily prevent an individual from attending college.
A number of programs have supported access to college by minimizing potential
obstacles (Arendale & Ghere, 2005). During the late 1800s through the early 20th century,
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enrollment in postsecondary education increased as a combined result of affordability, financial
assistance, and compensatory open enrollment policy at junior (later referred to as “community”)
colleges (Arendale, 2005). Financial assistance was made available to World War II veterans for
college through The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, also known as the G.I. Bill
(Kirsch, Braun, Yamamoto, & Sum, 2007; Wyatt, 1992). Additionally, the “War on Poverty” and
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 expanded access to government-funded education from early
elementary through adulthood (Kirsch et al., 2007), which increased diversity and equity of both
culture and socioeconomic status on college campuses.
According to the most current national statistics available, 85% of all full-time college
students receive at least some financial aid (NCES, 2015). The current rate of 85% represents an
increase from 79% in 2011 (NCES, 2011). These data suggest that access to college has been
increased through financial support. Monetary support can open the door into postsecondary
education, but once enrollment has been procured, many students require academic support in
order to be successful (Springer et al., 2014; Strong American Schools, 2008; Vandal, 2010;
Zeidenberg & Bailey, 2010). Programs designed to provide academic assistance will be
discussed next.

Fostering Student Success

As various initiatives increased access into college, other programs focused on fostering
academic achievement following admission. Successful transition into higher education is
closely tied to academic preparedness (Bettinger & Long, 2007; Simpson & Nist, 2000). When
students gain admission into postsecondary education but are misprepared—or not properly
prepared for college academics despite high grades in college preparatory course (Johnson &
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Carpenter, 2000; Maxwell, 1997)—academic assistance programs can equip students for college
learning. The term misprepared is preferable to underprepared or at-risk because it inherently
recognizes that students might have been academically successful in high school but can still
benefit from transitional courses prior to enrolling in their credit-bearing coursework (Johnson &
Carpenter, 2000; Maxwell, 1997; Paulson & Armstrong, 2010). In other words, while students
may have participated in advanced coursework in high school, leading them to believe they
would directly enroll in their college-level courses, they may still place into transitional courses
(Johnson & Carpenter, 2000)—herein lies the “mis”. Misalignment between high school and
college can lead to mispreparation.
In the field of developmental education, there is much to learn from examining the
foundational roots that inform our current practices (Stahl, 2002). Throughout the history of
postsecondary education in this country, students have demonstrated the need for and benefitted
from academic assistance programs (Arendale, 2010; Boylan, 1988; Carter & Daraviras, 2010;
Casazza, 1993; Hodges & Agee, 2009; Hodges & White Jr., 2001; Johnson & Carpenter, 2000;
Stahl & King, 2009; Wyatt, 1992; Zhang, 2000). These programs have taken many different
forms over the years, from tutoring white males at elite institutions such as Harvard University in
the 1800s (Arendale, 2010; Boylan, 1988; Johnson & Carpenter, 2000; Stahl & King, 2009;
Wyatt, 1992) to present-day approaches that range from learning assistance centers available for
all students to developmental education courses such as those that serve as the focus of this
dissertation, into which students are enrolled according to placement test results (Armstrong &
Reynolds, 2011; Hodges & Agee, 2009).
According to Boylan (1988), following are some of the different programmatic forms and
conceptualizations of academic assistance that have influenced what is now known as
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developmental education: tutoring, in which academic assistance is provided one-on-one or in a
small group (Maxwell, 1990); remedial education, which emphasizes deficits in basic skills like
reading or math (Arendale, 2005; Clowes, 1980); learning assistance centers, where academic
assistance is provided for any student who makes a request (Arendale, 2010); and supplemental
instruction, which is a popular model of peer-assisted learning (Arendale, 2002). Some of these
program titles are used interchangeably with the term developmental education, though scholars
identify radical distinctions, especially in developmental reading.

Considering Terminology

Individuals in the field of college reading have faced definitional issues since the earliest
days of developmental education. College reading programs are often indiscriminately referred
to as either remedial or developmental, though the meanings and connotations associated with
these terms are vastly different (Clowes, 1980; Enright, 1989; Nist, 1985; Paulson & Armstrong,
2010). According to Nist (1985), it is important to make a distinction between remedial and
developmental reading programs. Students who require remedial reading are those who have not
yet mastered basic reading skills and likely had difficulty in secondary education requiring
supplemental reading instruction. Conversely, developmental reading addresses a different need:
“A large portion of students who are enrolled in college reading programs have not previously
received special help in reading…[or] been exposed to reading and study skills necessary for
success in college” (p. 9). The latter description is more consistent with NADE’s definition of
developmental education and suggests the mispreparation of students (Maxwell, 1997). The
following description depicts the way developmental education is conceptualized in this study.
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Defining Developmental Education

What actually constitutes developmental education today is open to interpretation
(Paulson & Armstrong, 2010). However, this study will adhere to the definition presented by the
National Association for Developmental Education (2015) which defines a developmental
education as:
A field of practice and research within higher education with a theoretical foundation in
developmental psychology and learning theory. It promotes the cognitive and affective
growth of all postsecondary learners, at all levels of the learning continuum.
Developmental education is sensitive and responsive to individual differences and special
needs among learners. Developmental education programs and services commonly
address academic preparedness, diagnostic assessment and placement, development of
general and discipline-specific learning strategies, and affective barriers to learning.
(www.nade.net)
Casazza (1999) described developmental education as a holistic, accessible approach that
nurtures social, emotional, and intellectual growth. This focus is supported by Paulson and
Armstrong (2010), who suggested that the term developmental education implies a focus on
student attributes, not deficits. Building upon individual student attributes reflects a philosophy
of placing educational value on the life experiences that postsecondary students bring to the
educational table.
In most states, including the one where this study was conducted, developmental
education courses are not offered in four-year universities but are instead housed in community
colleges as a matter of state policy. This policy refers to non-credit bearing courses, also referred
to as pre-credit courses, that contain numerical references below the 100-level. However,
students who conditionally enroll at Midwestern University where this study was implemented
place into college-credit bearing courses that are consistent with NADE’s (2015) and Casazza’s
(1999) definitions of developmental education as previously described, so use of this term was
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most appropriate. A more thorough description of developmental education courses at
Midwestern University follows.
One Institution’s Approach

Because of the various conceptualizations of developmental education, it is important to
establish the types of courses that fall under the umbrella term of developmental education on a
local level (see Figure 1 for a breakdown at one institution). This figure is in no way
representative of all variations of developmental courses or approaches to reading and study
strategy courses but is situated within the context of the university where this study was
conducted. Postsecondary transitional literacy (PSTL) will be the term utilized in reference to
developmental reading in this study because of its characteristic specification of academic level,
type of instruction, and the notion of change/growth (Paulson & Armstrong, 2010).

9
Developmental Education

Developmental
Reading (PSTL)

Basic Academic
Reading

Developmental
Math

Developmental
Writing

Developmental
Communications

College Reading
and Study
Strategies

Paired Course Model
(Study Strategies &
Psychology)

Content Area Literacy
(Psychology)

Authentic Simulation

Content Area Literacy
(Biology)

Content Area Literacy
(History)

Figure 1: The breakdown of developmental education at Midwestern University.

Not every division of postsecondary education or learning assistance available at the
research site is noted in Figure 1. The focus here is the breakdown of courses into which
conditionally admitted students might place. This study conceptualized developmental education
as including courses in which students receive academic assistance and development in the areas
of reading, mathematics, writing, and communications (Paulson & Armstrong, 2010), as well as
non-cognitive factors such as motivation and self-efficacy that impact academic success
(Caprara, Vecchione, Alessandri, Gerbino, & Barbaranelli, 2011; Higbee, Lundell, & Arendale,
2005; Turner, Chandler, & Heffer, 2009). These are represented in the second row. Again, the
term postsecondary transitional literacy (PSTL) will be used instead of the more common course
title of developmental reading because of the focus on the transitional nature of students
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acclimating to postsecondary education (Paulson & Armstrong, 2010). At the research site,
PSTL is further broken down into two course foci: Basic Academic Reading and College
Reading and Study Strategies. Two delivery models of study strategy instruction are represented
in the fourth row—a paired course model and authentic simulation. The fifth row delineates the
three content areas which are addressed in the Authentic Simulation model approach to reading
and study strategies. The paired course model refers to an instructional approach where students
co-enroll in a reading and study strategies course during the same semester as a corresponding
discipline-area course (Boylan & Saxon, 2005; Chase, Gibson, & Carson, 1994; Dimon, 1988;
Mallery & Bullock, 1985; Stahl, Costello, Terry, Figueroa, & Smith, 1996; Stahl, Simpson, &
Hayes, 1992). This approach was first implemented in the Fall 2013 semester with an exclusive
focus on introductory psychology and was the focus of this study. Paired courses will be
discussed more extensively in Chapter 2.

Postsecondary Transitional Literacy

The correlation between success in college and college-level reading strategies (Calcagno
et al., 2006; Caverly et al., 2004) speaks directly to the importance of PSTL courses. The
literature shows that many freshmen lack proficiency in reading (El-Hindi, 1997; National
Endowment for the Arts, 2007). The American College Testing, or ACT, (2013) reported that
only 44% of high school graduates demonstrated college-readiness on reading performance
measures, which is especially significant when one considers the level of reading proficiency
upon entrance into college is one of the strongest predictors of college reading ability
longitudinally (Bray, Pascarella, & Pierson, 2004). Since so much of the learning that takes place
in college is expected to occur outside of the classroom (Jetton & Lee, 2012; Pintrich, 2004), and
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an estimated 85% of all learning after high school involves independent reading (Nist &
Simpson, 2000), aptitude in reading literacy is an essential component of academic success.
Reading and study strategy instruction does not follow a common approach because a
consensus does not exist about the most effective approach to prepare students who are
considered misprepared for higher education. One way to distinguish between models of collegelevel reading and strategy instruction is to consider the extent to which instruction is
contextualized within a specific discipline. Figure 2 depicts the degree of contextualization along
a continuum.

Generic, Skills-Based

Simulations Model

Decontextualized

Paired Course Model
Contextualized

Figure 2: Contextualization continuum.

The left side of the continuum represents the most decontextualized approaches to college
reading and study strategy instruction and includes general, skills-based courses that cover
generic strategies. The strategies covered are typically general, thought to be applicable to most
subject areas, but “generic” in the sense that they are not tied to any specific discipline (Paulson
& Armstrong, 2010; Perkins & Salomon, 1989). In the middle of the continuum, the simulations
model is positioned. This approach is advocated when a more contextualized model (i.e., a paired
course model) is not available (Armstrong & Reynolds, 2011; Stahl et al., 1992). In a simulations
model, students learn discipline-appropriate (Gillis, 2014) reading and study strategies—
strategies that facilitate critical thinking in a particular discipline—that are applied to authentic

12

textbook chapters from biology, psychology, or history (Armstrong & Reynolds, 2011; Kellner
& Paulson, 2006). In this model, students are not necessarily enrolled in any of these courses;
hence, reading and study strategy application is considered simulated. Prior to the Fall 2013
semester, this was the approach used in LTC 102, College Reading and Study Strategies at
Midwestern University.
The paired course model, represented at the right side of the continuum, provides the
most fully integrated approach to reading and study strategy instruction. Characteristic of
contextualized instruction, also referred to as embedded because it is tied to a specific discipline
(Hynd-Shanahan, 2013; McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Simpson, Hynd, Nist, & Burrell, 1997), is
the inclusion discipline-specific literacy practices. Scholarship overwhelmingly supports the
precept that academic literacies—reading, writing, speaking--vary according to discipline (Chase
et al., 1994; Draper & Siebert, 2010; Perin, Bork, & Peverly, 2014; Sartain et al., 1982;
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). If there are distinctive literacies, it follows that instruction would
be most effective if contextualized within a discipline because decontextualized reading and
study strategies do not readily transfer to subject-area coursework (Stahl et al., 1992).
Contextualization of instruction and disciplinary literacy will be discussed further in Chapter 2.

Impetus for Study

As an instructor in a college reading and study strategies course at Midwestern
University, I have worked very closely with students enrolled in PSTL using the simulations
approach to prepare them for their general education coursework. However, in Fall 2013, I had
the opportunity to pair the reading and study strategies course at Midwestern University (LTC
102) with an introductory psychology course (PSY 101). Though an exact figure was not
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available for the pass rate specific to conditionally enrolled students who comprised the target
population, nearly half of all students who take this common general education course fail
(Coordinator of Introductory Psychology, 2013). It seems clear, with such a low pass rate, that
students need more effective reading and study strategies in order to be successful. But any
instructional approach is only useful to the degree that it positively impacts a student’s potential
to be successful at the college level (Calais & Larmon, 2006); thus, examination of this course
pairing was warranted.

Problem and Purpose Statements

Greene (2008) recognized the number of students in need of developmental education to
meet academic requirements as one of the biggest challenges for postsecondary education. It has
been well documented that many students who have access to postsecondary education are not
academically prepared for college coursework expectations (ACT, 2013; Boylan, 2009; College
Board, 2012). When students enter college with a readiness gap, it must be addressed to enable
academic success (Bettinger & Long, 2007; Stark et al., 2008). PSTL courses can help students
transition into higher education (Paulson & Armstrong, 2010) if students incorporate the reading
and study strategies into their approach to learning, especially in courses with low pass rates such
as introductory psychology.
With the application of reading and study strategies to future content-area courses as the
goal of any PSTL course, it is essential to examine students’ strategy usage during the semester
when they are enrolled in those general education courses because we know that near—or
immediate—transfer of strategies occurs more readily than far (future) transfer (Simpson & Nist,
2000). To date, research has not been conducted at Midwestern University on the use of a paired

14

course model with introductory psychology as the disciplinary focus, nor has research examined
strategy usage and transfer within the context of paired courses. Hence, the purpose of this
qualitative action research study was to examine students’ perceptions about learning in PSY
101, an introductory psychology course, while co-enrolled in LTC 102, College Reading and
Study Strategies. The research questions guiding this study were as follows:
1. In what ways do study participants describe their reading and study strategy usage in
PSY 101, an introductory psychology course, while co-enrolled in LTC 102, a
reading and study strategies course?
2. What academic challenges do study participants identify when reading and studying
in PSY 101?
3. What are study participants’ perceptions regarding the transfer of the reading and
study strategies from LTC 102 to PSY 101?
4. In what ways do study participants describe their understanding of “disciplinary
literacy” as it relates to psychology?
In the Fall 2013 semester, students volunteered to co-enroll in a special section of LTC
102 in which the curriculum was contextualized and exclusively focused on reading and studying
in PSY 101. Throughout the semester, students learned about reading and study strategies,
applied those strategies to their PSY 101 coursework, and then reflected on each of these
experiences (see Course Contexts in Chapter 3). Participant experiences were explored through
observations, focus groups, interviews, and document analyses, the results of which are reported
later in this dissertation. The following section will discuss the conceptual framework that
informed this study.
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Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study drew from noted reading theory, constructivism,
schema theory, and disciplinary literacy. As previously discussed, most of the learning in higher
education requires independent reading (Nist & Simpson, 2000). Hence, proficient reading skills
are essential in college. Rosenblatt (1994a) stressed that understanding reading as a form of
communication is vital to comprehension, particularly with discipline-specific texts, because
meaning does not lie in the text but is rather formed (constructed) during a transaction between
reader and text. In a process referred to as transactional, meaning is influenced by the reader’s
prior experience and knowledge, to which the text is a stimulus. In other words, meaning is not
lying in wait in either the text or the reader, but occurs as a result of a transaction between the
two (Rosenblatt, 1994b; Wade, 1990). Thus, in this integrative process meaning is not received,
as in what Freire (1970) refers to as the banking model, but is constructed.
Constructivism is one of several belief systems about how we develop knowledge and
understanding (Crotty, 2003). According to this theoretical perspective, we “construct our
knowledge of our world from our perceptions and experiences, which are…mediated through our
previous knowledge” (Simon, 1995, p. 115). If our perceptions and experiences shape our
knowledge, as these change, so does our knowledge (Erickson, Peters, & Strommer, 2006).
Meaning that is constructed is personal and can vary from person to person (Crotty, 2003; Perry,
1977) because our understanding is filtered and shaped by our experiences and prior knowledge.
Smith (1998), supporting the transactional nature of reading, posited, “Reading—like
writing and all other forms of thinking—can never be separated from the purposes, prior
knowledge, and feelings of the person engaged in the act, nor from the nature of the text being

16

read” (p. 179). The role of prior knowledge is addressed by schema theory (Anderson, 1984).
With conceptual roots in the work of Piaget and Gestalt psychology, schema, according to
Anderson and Pearson (2002), is an abstract knowledge structure—a mental filing system for
what we know which accommodates new knowledge by making connections with existing
knowledge. Calais and Larmon (2006) referred to these as elaborate memory structures, which
accommodate new knowledge. Anderson and Pearson (2002) asserted that one’s schema plays a
role in comprehending, learning, and remembering. Considered in conjunction with Rosenblatt’s
(1994a) transactional model and constructivism, learners transact with the text and their prior
knowledge in order to construct knowledge and understanding. From the constructivist lens,
learners are not knowledge-receivers but knowledge-constructors.
Conceptualizing reading as a transactional, constructive process that builds on the
readers’ schema provided the theoretical support for structuring the paired course model as one
that prompts participants to remain actively engaged as they learn and practice the cognitive and
metacognitive processes of reading and study strategy application. The principles of disciplinary
literacy provided the theoretical support for teaching the reading and study strategies within the
context of a specific discipline because literacy skills are thought to be unique to particular
disciplines (Chase et al., 1994; Draper & Siebert, 2010; Gillis, 2014; Sartain et al., 1982;
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). Thus, the way students approach their learning within a discipline
is to some degree determined by the discipline itself. Chapter 2 will examine disciplinary literacy
in greater depth.

Glossary of Terms

The following terms are pertinent to this study.
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Authentic Simulation Model: Explicit, authentically simulated instruction, reading, strategyapplication, and exam-taking (Armstrong & Reynolds, 2011; see also Kellner, 2011; Kellner &
Paulson, 2006).
Comprehension Monitoring: The cognitive process of actively evaluating and self-regulating
one's comprehension while reading (Simpson & Nist, 2000).
Concepts: In this dissertation, this term was used in reference to theoretical constructions taught
in LTC 102 (e.g. metacognition, metacomprehension, schema, etc.).
Contextualization: In this dissertation, this term referred to the teaching of reading and study
strategies in the context of a discipline.
Decontextualized Instruction: The teaching of reading and study strategies separate from the
content and/or courses in which the strategies are to be applied (Perin, 2011).
Disciplinary Knowledge: Epistemological knowledge within a field of study that includes an
understanding of how such knowledge is created and used by experts from that specific field
(Shanahan, et al., 2011). For example, what it means to think like a historian (Hynd, Holschuh,
& Hubbard, 2004).
Disciplinary Literacy: Emphasizes the specific knowledge and abilities that experts in the field
possess in order to develop, express, and utilize such knowledge (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012).
Discipline-Appropriate: In this dissertation, this term was used in reference to strategies that can
be adapted for use in more than one discipline.
Discipline-Specific: In this dissertation, this term is used in reference to language, text, or
literacies that are unique to a particular discipline.
Literacy: A critical-thinking process that involves understanding, using, and navigating through a
variety of information types (Pugh, Pawan, & Antommarchi, 2000).
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Metacognition: Reflection, understanding, knowledge, and control of how one learns, including
an awareness of one’s thought processes (Baker & Brown, 1984; Flavell, 1979).
Paired-Course Model: A type of supplemental instruction where students are co-enrolled in a
college reading and study strategies course and a credit-bearing general education course such as
psychology, history, or biology (Commander & Smith, 1995).
Reading and Study Strategies: In this dissertation, this term is used to describe college-level
approaches to learning tasks that promote understanding through construction of knowledge.
Self-regulated Learning: A proactive, self-directed process in which cognitive abilities are
transformed into necessary academic skills (Zimmerman, 2002).
Study Skills: In this dissertation, study skills referred to learning processes that foster the
acquisition, understanding, and application of information from academic sources (i.e., course
texts, lectures, etc.).

Significance of the Study

A study examining students’ perceptions about reading and studying in introductory
psychology is significant for several reasons. First, perceptions about learning impact study
habits and performance (Bandura, 1982; Simpson & Nist, 2000). Second, an estimated 50% of
all freshmen who take PSY 101 at Midwestern University fail (Institutional data, 2013),
suggesting the need for more effective, discipline-appropriate strategies. Third, the paired course
model is highly recommended as an approach to reading and study strategy instruction (Arendale
& Ghere, 2005; Boylan & Saxon, 2005; Bullock, Madden, & Harter, 1987; Chase et al., 1994;
Commander & Smith, 1995; Dimon, 1988; Mallery & Bullock, 1985; McWilliams & Allan,
2014; Stahl et al., 1992; Stahl et al., 1996). Findings from this study will be used to inform future
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course pairings at Midwestern University as well as contribute to the scholarship on disciplinary
literacy at the postsecondary level, strategy instruction, the paired course model, and reading and
studying in the discipline of psychology.

Delimitations

This action research study was limited by the boundaries of one classroom setting, one
instructor, and a single group of students. Random selection was not a consideration because of
the nature of action research as a method of examining and improving one’s own practice.
Furthermore, the researcher was also the instructor of the college reading and study strategies
course in which students learned the strategies that were later recorded and examined for
evidence of transfer. Findings will be difficult to generalize due to the purposeful sampling used
to establish a group of participants in a single university. Nonetheless, similarities in context may
yield insight into factors that influence the level of difficulty in introductory psychology,
students’ perceptions of disciplinary literacy, and transfer of reading and study strategies to
general education coursework.

Overview of the Dissertation

This dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter 1 included an introduction to the study
as summarized in the next section. The purpose of this study was to examine students’
perceptions about learning in PSY 101, an introductory psychology course, while co-enrolled in
LTC 102, a college reading and study strategies course. Chapter 2 examines research relevant to
academic preparedness and reading and study strategy instruction in order to position this study
and to identify gaps in current literature with regard to these topics. Chapter 3 presents the
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methodology of this study and supports the use of a qualitative, action research approach.
Chapter 4 describes the results of the data analysis. In Chapter 5, findings, implications, and
suggestions for future research are offered.

Summary of Chapter 1

This chapter began with a brief overview of access in developmental education and
description of developmental education in the local context of Midwest University. Then,
postsecondary transitional literacy programs in the local context were discussed, followed by the
impetus for this study, problem statement, research questions, conceptual framework, glossary of
terms, significance, delimitations of the study, and concluded with an overview of this
dissertation. The following chapter will examine extant literature and related learning theory that
form the conceptual bases for this study.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Though any combination of factors can contribute to a student’s successful adjustment
to higher education (Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & Elliot, 2002; Russell, 2008), the ability to
read and study college texts independently is one essential aspect of college readiness. For
some, an efficacious transition from high school to college begins with developmental
education (Arendale, 2010; Boylan, 2009; Casazza, 1999; Stahl & King, 2009; Russell, 2008;
Vandal, 2010) because fewer than 50% of students begin college reading at the level that their
professors and instructors will expect them to (ACT, 2013; College Board, 2012; Nist &
Simpson, 2000; Rado et al., 2011; Weinstein, 2006; Williamson, 2008). If postsecondary
educators assume students know how to study in a specific discipline, this can lead to a lack of
learning strategy support, poor grades, and frustration for both parties. Conversely,
understanding the challenges students face in their general education studies, both in general
and those unique to a particular discipline, may lead to a learning environment that more
effectively fosters student success.
General education courses like introductory psychology rely heavily on students’ ability
to independently navigate course texts (Fields & Cosgrove, 2000; Roberts, Suderman,
Suderman, & Semb, 1990). At Midwestern University, institutional statistics show that highrisk courses such as Introduction to Psychology (PSY 101) regularly report failure rates of at
least 50, which implies that a substantial number of students who enroll in this course are not
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prepared for the course’s requirements. However, little research has been conducted to identify
factors that may contribute to these high rates of failure at Midwestern University, and no
studies have been conducted on the use of paired courses as a way to address the challenges
that confront students in introductory psychology.
In response to these gaps in scholarship—both local and national, the paired course
model was implemented in the Fall 2013 semester to address the high failure rates in
introductory psychology (PSY 101) at Midwestern University. In order to situate this study in
existing scholarship, literature was reviewed in the following areas: disciplinary literacy,
strategic learning, reading and studying in psychology, and the paired course model.

Disciplinary Literacy

College courses require students to approach their learning in the various fields of study
from a context-dependent perspective (Simpson, Stahl, & Francis, 2004). Studying successfully
within a particular discipline begins with recognition that studying does not look the same in
every subject area because academic literacies—reading, writing, speaking--vary according to
discipline (Chase et al., 1994; Draper & Siebert, 2010; Holschuh, Scanlon, Shetron, & Caverly,
2014; Johnson, Watson, Delahunty, McSwiggen, & Smith, 2011; Lee & Spratley, 2010;
McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Moje, 2008; Monte-Sano, De La Paz, & Felton, 2014; Sartain et
al., 1982; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Wineburg, 2007). Hence, students need a different
mindset—or implicit theory (Yeager & Dweck, 2012)—for each discipline. Referred to as
disciplinary literacy, fostering such a mindset requires instructional practices with “An
emphasis on the knowledge and abilities possessed by those who create, communicate, and use
knowledge within the disciplines” (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012, p. 8). Most students have not

23

had experience in thinking about different subject matter from this mindset because their high
school courses did not likely require them to do so (Draper, Broomhead, Jensen, & Siebert,
2010; NCEE, 2013; Pawan & Honeyford, 2009). According to Airey (2011), this is problematic
and contributes to the difficulties students experience in their college coursework.
It has been said that literacy practices differ because of the uniqueness of each
discipline (Monte-Sano et al., 2014; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012). Hence, the discipline should
drive strategy instruction (Gillis, 2014). Much of the research exploring how those disciplinary
differences impact learning has been conducted in primary and secondary academic
environments, though findings hold relevance for all educational levels. Several scholars in the
field have outlined specific differences within disciplines that support a contextualized
instructional approach in order to address unique disciplinary literacy practices.
Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) explored the ways three disciplines—history,
chemistry, and mathematics--use literacy practices at the secondary level and concluded that
literacy demands grow increasingly more specific as students approach and progress through
postsecondary education. For instance, a student who can read and understand a piece of
literature may not be able to understand a biology text because the literacy demands are
different for the highly specialized vocabulary and text density (Shanahan, 2012).
Paradoxically, as literacy demands increase, literacy instruction decreases (Shanahan &
Shanahan, 2008).
A possible explanation for this lack of instruction focused on disciplinary literacy
instruction is that subject-area teachers may not know how to teach their students about the
specialized disciplinary foci, particularly those found within the required texts (Shanahan,
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Shanahan, & Misischia, 2011). However, Shanahan et al. stressed the importance of students’
development of disciplinary knowledge:
Knowledge of how information is created, shared, and evaluated, as well as an
awareness of the nature of the conceptual ‘lenses’ employed by disciplinary experts and
the implications of these epistemological tools—is essential to understanding and
learning in a discipline, and that teaching should foster such disciplinary sensitivity and
practice. (p. 396)
The researchers identified a number of ways disciplinary texts are unique: in linguistic
elements (i.e., science texts are focused on procedures and reporting; history includes retelling
of events), grammatical resources (i.e., science texts include frequent nominalizations); the type
of information that is shared (science is about processes requiring classification and other
technical vocabulary; history is focused on descriptions of events in more common language),
and timeliness of information (i.e., scientists may consider research as irrelevant if it is dated
whereas by definition, all of history is dated). These unique text characteristics illuminate the
importance of a disciplinary literacy focus.
Middendorf (2004) outlined a number of aspects that should be addressed to help
students overcome challenges while learning in specific disciplines. In a model titled
“Decoding the Discipline,” (Middendorf, 2004), disciplinary experts identified the following
steps to foster disciplinary literacy: 1) identifying “bottlenecks,” or areas in the course that have
been especially difficult for students; 2) exploring how a disciplinary expert would address
these difficulties; 3) modeling the steps identified by disciplinary experts; 4) constructing
learning activities to practice these steps; 5) considering motivation principles; 6) assessing
student mastery of steps to overcome bottlenecks; and 7) sharing the findings of the previous
six steps with others in the academic community. This model reflects the importance of
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incorporating disciplinary literacy practices into reading and study strategy instruction—
especially at the postsecondary level where literacy expectations are highest.
Chase et al. (1994) examined instructor expectations for disciplinary literacies at the
postsecondary level. Through the use of surveys, interviews, and document analysis, this
qualitative study examined text content, assignments, and assessments in four courses general
education courses. These included the following: American History, Political Science, Biology,
and English. Findings revealed what several other scholars had also noted: that text
characteristics, reading requirements, and instructor expectations varied for each discipline
(Draper & Siebert, 2010; Holschuh et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2011; Lee & Spratley, 2010;
McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Moje, 2008; Monte-Sano et al., 2014; De La Paz, & Felton, 2014;
Sartain et al., 1982; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). In light of these variations, Chase et al.
(1994) recommended that reading and study strategy course instructors “Should consider the
discipline-specific nature of reading and, more broadly, common aspects of how reading
functions across courses in the university” (p. 14). Though not specifically advocated in the
study, the findings support the use of the paired course model.
History was the exclusive disciplinary focus in a study conducted by Hynd et al. (2004).
Through the use of interviews and e-mail correspondence, researchers examined the ways
college students inspect historical documents following explicit instruction in sourcing,
corroboration, and contextualization. Results indicated that students’ disciplinary knowledge
increased as a result of their participation in the study. These findings support the use of
explicit instruction as a method of fostering disciplinary literacy, critical thinking, and
discipline-appropriate strategy usage.
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Bain (2007) addressed the need for instruction in disciplinary literacy for pre-service
teachers at the postsecondary level. In a project titled Clinical Rounds, tenets of disciplinary
literacy had been used for a number of years for educating pre-service history teachers.
Implications of the instructional approach included inciting an awareness of the literacy
challenges pre-service teachers’ future students will face in history and the subsequent need for
a plan to address those challenges. According to Bain, it is the teacher’s responsibility to make
history lessons into literacy lessons and posited that all students benefit from a disciplinary
literacy focus.
The paired course model, discussed later in this chapter, can provide the ideal setting for
integrating disciplinary literacy practices and learning strategies (Acee, 2009; Chase et al.,
1994; Commander & Smith, 1995; Draper et al., 2010; Langer & Neal, 1987; Stahl et al.,
1996). To overlook disciplinary differences and the way those differences impact each field of
study is said to be discipline-blind (Gibbs, Knapper, & Picinnin, 2006); alternatively, when
students understand the specialized nature of each discipline, they become disciplinary insiders
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012). Despite the need for disciplinary literacy to be addressed,
especially in higher education, this is not always possible or available (Armstrong & Reynolds,
2011). Hopefully, as the importance of specialized disciplinary literacy is acknowledged and
supported by research, so too will the focus at the postsecondary level.

Summary of Disciplinary Literacy

College students, particularly those enrolled in liberal arts colleges, are required to take
courses from a variety of disciplines, each with its own unique literacy practices. College
courses necessitate a multi-disciplinary mindset. There is no one-size-fits-all strategy that will
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work for all learning tasks (Bain, 2007; Chase et al., 1994; Middendorf, 2004; Shanahan et al.,
2011); thus, a paradigm shift may be necessary in order for students to conceptualize the need
to approach learning tasks using reading and study strategies appropriate for a particular
discipline. In order to be successful, students need to develop an awareness of how knowledge
is constructed and communicated within a particular field so they can have a sense of how to
approach their learning tasks. According to Middendorf (2004), teaching disciplinary literacy
practices begins with identifying what is referred to as bottlenecks, or potential areas of
academic difficulty, and ends with students’ mastery over those bottlenecks. Because course
texts differ according to disciplines (Shanahan et al., 2011), students’ approach to reading and
studying needs to vary as well.
Despite the growing body of literature in disciplinary literacy, most has been focused in
the elementary and secondary grades, indicating a gap in both research and practice at the
postsecondary level. As for specific disciplines, no disciplinary literacy studies were located
that specifically examined literacy practices in psychology. Therefore, one of the goals of this
study was to add to the body of knowledge on literacy practices specific to the discipline of
psychology at the postsecondary level.

Strategic Learning

The field of disciplinary literacy informed the instructional aspect of the paired course
model. In order for students to successfully learn in a discipline such as psychology, it is
important to also consider what experts in the field of postsecondary literacy recognize as
academic traits learners need to possess in order to strategically navigate challenging college
courses. A strategic learner can be defined as possessing the following: a) knowledge about
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oneself as a learner, including strengths, habits, and learning preferences; b) knowledge about
the learning task in order to recognize what is required and to set learning goals; c) knowledge
about strategies that will be used to meet learning goals; d) prior content knowledge, using
existing schema to construct new meaning; and e) knowledge of context and applicability,
which can aid transfer (Weinstein, 1994a). According to Simpson and Nist (2000), strategic
learning, simply put, refers to students’ employment of reading and study strategies.
Research overwhelmingly supports the notion that college reading and studying requires
students to be self-regulated learners (Bandura, 1989; Pintrich, 1995; Pressley, 2003; Schunk &
Zimmerman, 2003; Zimmerman, 2002). Self-regulated learning is defined as “the self-directive
process by which learners transform their mental abilities into academic skills” (Zimmerman,
2002, p. 65). Students who self-regulate know when they understand and when they don’t.
Students are expected to learn independently and with little academic assistance from their
subject-area instructors (Nist & Simpson, 2000); doing so requires self-efficacious, selfregulated learners who are actively engaged in academic tasks.

Self-Regulated Learning

The correlation between self-regulation and active learning is well documented
(Pressley, 2003; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2003). Meaning construction presupposes active
engagement on the part of the reader. According to Weinstein (1987), “To be cognitively active
requires the students to be purposeful, goal directed, and strategic” (p. 590). Pressley (2003)
noted that good readers monitor their understanding and remain active. If the goal of reading is
to understand the text (Brown, 1980), readers must be aware when they do or do not
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understand. Brown suggested that students actually make the decision to be or not to be active
in their reading. When students monitor their comprehension, they remain active.
Self-regulated learning is also closely tied to self-efficacy (Yusuf, 2011). Self-efficacy,
defined as one’s personal perceptions of capabilities (Bandura, 1977; Schunk, 1991;
Zimmerman, 2000), can be considered a precursor to self-regulation. Students need to perceive
that they can regulate their learning before they will. Bandura (1989) supported the notion that
actions are directed by self-efficacious judgments; when an individual has a sense of control
over behavior or outcomes, then that person can exercise that control. Bandura posited that selfefficacy is also tied to achievement: “Students’ beliefs in their self-efficacy to regulate their
own learning and to master academic activities determine their…academic accomplishments”
(p. 117). From an epistemological standpoint, it is essential that a student maintains a sense of
control over the learning process. The alternative is to adopt a passive perspective that learning
is something that is simply transmitted from teacher to student, a mindset Freire (1970) referred
to as the banking model. In light of the amount of independent learning expected of college
students, passivity can be one of the biggest challenges students face (El-Hindi, 1997; Simpson
et al., 2004).
In the postsecondary transitional literacy realm, self-regulated learning is essential
because students are expected to be able to learn independently. They are expected to regulate
their own learning process. Flippo (2011) noted that regulating one’s own learning process
“holds great promise for developing strategic readers” (p. 400). Self-regulation connects
experience with reflection in order to increase awareness of one’s abilities (Hodges, Dochen, &
Sellers, 2001); this awareness is a precursor to continued development of college-level reading
and study strategies and can positively impact the learning process. According to Weinstein and
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Hume (1998), effective study strategies are crucial to both academic success and lifelong
learning. Many scholars in the field of postsecondary education have documented the impact
that effective study strategies can have on academic readiness (Cubukcu, 2008; Holschuh,
2000; Kornell & Metcalfe, 2006; Proctor, Prevatt, Adams, & Reaser, 2006; Shell & Husman,
2008; Everson, Weinstein, & Laitusis, 2000; Yip, 2009); these will be discussed next.
According to Pintrich (1995), self-regulated learning includes three characteristics: the
ability to exercise control over one’s behavior, motivation, and thinking; a set goal for each
learning task; and individual directing of one’s actions. Zimmerman (2002) stressed the
importance of becoming self-regulated learners as a path to academic success in school and
outlined this process as including setting goals, applying appropriate strategies, monitoring
comprehension, reflecting on progress, and adapting one’s approach when needed. When
students begin to regulate their own learning processes through the use of appropriate
strategies, they increase the likelihood of experiencing success at the postsecondary level.
Proctor et al (2006) examined the correlation between study habits and GPA. Study
skills of 263 first and second-year college students were compared using the Learning and
Study Strategy Inventory (LASSI) (Weinstein & Palmer, 2002), a common self-report
assessment used for ascertaining students’ perceptions of their study habits. Through the use of
profile analyses, the researchers found that the groups they classified as academically
struggling according to low GPA demonstrated weaknesses in their study skill habits when
compared to students with high GPAs. These results seem to suggest a link between study skills
and GPA/academic performance, particularly in the areas of: anxiety, attention, concentration,
motivation, selecting main ideas, time management, and test strategies, as measured by the
LASSI. Also utilizing the LASSI to assess study strategies, Yip (2009) likewise found that
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study strategies were notably different between high and low-achieving students. The research
was conducted with volunteer student participants in a traditional, on-campus context and then
repeated with distance learners. High-achieving subjects in both studies scored higher on every
subscale of the LASSI, suggesting a relationship between achievement and study strategy
usage. However, the studies conducted by Proctor et al. (2006) and Yip (2009) seemed to base
their results on the LASSI, a self-report measure, which was subject to self-bias. Multiple data
sources would have given a more complete picture of a correlation and allowed for
triangulation of findings. According to Jick (1979), such cross validation is important for
establishing congruence and strengthening findings.
Differences in study habits between low and high-achieving students have been
documented in other specific content areas. In one such study, Holschuh (2000) compared the
study strategies of high and low-performing biology students. Results suggested that successful
students employed deep-level strategies that were specific to task and domain. These findings
are consistent with the principles related to depth of processing, where greater depth refers to a
higher level of cognitive analysis (Craik & Lockhart, 1972).
Cubukcu (2008) also supported the notion that strategy usage has an impact on student
performance. He noted that skilled and unskilled readers regulate their reading and use
strategies differently; low-performing students did not seem aware of what constitutes an
effective strategy compared to a poor strategy. Additionally, Cubukcu suggested that lowperforming students were less effective in monitoring their comprehension during the reading
process.
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Metacognition

Metacognition is at the heart of self-regulatory behaviors. Metacognition can be defined
as the knowledge of and control over one’s thinking and learning activities (Baker, 2002; Baker
& Brown, 1984; Flavell, 1979). Such self-awareness can impact achievement at all educational
levels as students learn to regulate and control their learning processes (Nist & Holschuh, 2000;
Nist & Simpson, 2000, Santa, 2006). In the educational arena, metacognition is the awareness
of one’s cognition when planning for a learning task, monitoring comprehension, and
evaluating the completion of the task. Critical thinking requires such awareness (Kuhn & Dean,
2004); the absence of critical reflection will likely result in students taking a passive approach
to learning. Through metacognitive awareness, the reader knows when they comprehend a text
and when additional or alternative strategies are necessary for better understanding by
anticipating what level of understanding the task requires, what modification might be made to
aid comprehension, whether or not a strategy for understanding is working, and if the process
was successful.
Metacognition includes three cognitive entities to consider: person, task, and strategies
(Baker, 2002; Flavell, 1979). Person, which encompasses knowledge of one’s cognitive
abilities, and is a dynamic category that expands as cognitive awareness changes. Task refers
to the goal--i.e., comprehending the text. Strategies are the approaches taken to achieve the
task, or goal. Once an individual’s cognitive ability is considered in relation to the task, an
appropriate strategy can be applied and comprehension can be monitored. The relationship
between metacognition and reading comprehension is an important one to examine further, as
the “task” is most often independent reading of academic texts.
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Proficiency in reading requires both cognitive and metacognitive processes (Holschuh
& Paulson, 2013; Simpson et al., 2004). Metacognitive processes include establishing
organization of concepts, looking for relationships among concepts, anticipating test questions,
self-questioning, paraphrasing, and inferring (Brown, 1980; Gourgey, 1998). Proficient reading
skills at the postsecondary level require flexibility because what actually constitutes effective
reading skills will vary according to task requirement (Sellers, Dochen, & Hodges; 2005;
Simpson, 2008). Task objectives can be accomplished through the use of strategy selection and
comprehension monitoring, both of which are metacognitive in nature. Brown (1980)
contended that metacognition plays a number of essential roles in comprehension: clarifying
the purposes of reading (both explicit and implicit), identifying important aspects of a message,
monitoring comprehension, engaging in self-questioning to determine whether goals are being
achieved, and taking corrective action when necessary. Many studies supported the notion that
metacognition is at the crux of meaning construction (Cubukcu, 2008; Duffy, 1987; Meloth,
1990; Thomas & Barksdale-Ladd, 2000).
Cubukcu (2008) examined how metacognitive strategy instruction impacted collegelevel comprehension. The researcher hypothesized that a lack of proficiency in reading could
successfully be addressed through the use of comprehension monitoring. An experimental
design was used with an intact group, pre- and post-test comparison. The 130 volunteer
participants were third-year students at a university, half of whom were provided with five
weeks of training in metacognition. Each training session consisted of scaffolded instruction
about specific metacognitive strategies that were then immediately applied to text. Results of
the study suggested strong evidence of improved comprehension for the experimental group
when test scores were compared with those of the control group. Thomas and Barksdale-Ladd,
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(2000) examined the relationship between metacognition and reading comprehension with
similar findings.
Thomas and Barksdale-Ladd (2000) conducted a qualitative study with 10
undergraduate students to investigate the use of metacognitive strategies after intensive
instruction for developing necessary awareness. Two of the data sources collected were
metacognitive journals and think-alouds, which were audio-taped and transcribed for analysis.
The researchers found that instruction in metacognitive strategies led to increased
understanding and usage, as was evidenced in the metacognitive journals. The analysis
supported the perception that teaching students how to incorporate metacognition into their
learning process can positively impact academic performance. This study exemplified the
benefits of explicit instruction as a way to increase metacognitive processes.
Garner (1988) identified key differences between proficient and struggling readers. One
distinguishing factor was that the latter lacked an awareness of study strategies. Additionally,
struggling readers had difficulty identifying the purposes and goals of reading. Fortunately,
reading comprehension abilities were notably improved by increased metacognition. In a
similar investigation, Duffy et al. (1987) also found that explicit teaching of metacognitive
awareness was an effective intervention for improving reading aptitude. These studies strongly
suggest a correlation between the cognitive and metacognitive processes associated with
reading.
A relationship has also been found between metacognition and self-efficacy. In a study
that focused on affective factors, Shell and Husman (2008) examined the relationship between
several constructs, two of which were self-regulated strategy use and self-efficacy. In their
study of 397 undergraduates, the researchers found a suggested link between goal setting, a
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facet of self-regulated learning, and self-efficacy. Kornell and Metcalfe (2006) likewise
explored the relationship between self-efficacy, metacognition, and study strategies. Though
the study included a convenience sample of 24 Columbia University undergraduates, the
researchers identified three important findings. First, learning was positively impacted when
studying was metacognitively guided. Second, the researchers noted that learning increased as
students exercised more control in their approaches to studying. And third, a strong relationship
was supported between effective study strategies and improved learning. These studies
supported teaching students effective study strategies as a means of improving both learning
and self-efficacy through self-regulated learning.

Summary of Strategic Learning

To summarize, the studies on self-regulated learning and metacognition provide support
for emphasizing these important aspects of reading and study strategy instruction. Research
suggests a positive correlation between the use of metacognitive strategies and comprehension
of college texts (Cubukcu, 2008; Duffy et al., 1987; Thomas and Barksdale-Ladd, 2000), as
well as self-efficacy (Kornell & Metcalfe, 2006; Shell & Hussman, 2008). Academic success
requires students to take an active role in their learning (Dembo & Seli, 2004), a goal that can
be fostered through the development of necessary strategies and cognitive dispositions to be
successful in their discipline-area coursework (Armstrong & Reynolds, 2011; Holschuh & NistOlejnik, 2011; Kellner & Paulson, 2006). Thus, when students are more effective and selfefficacious in learning, it can be said that they are better prepared for the implicit and explicit
expectations for reading and studying in their college courses.
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The vital role that strategic learning plays at the college level is well-documented.
However, despite the vast body of literature on strategic learning, self-regulation, and
metacognition, very few studies reported a focus on the contextualization of reading and study
strategies or disciplinary literacy practices. Because students do not read and study the same for
every discipline (Chase et al., 1994; Draper & Siebert, 2010; Holschuh et al., 2014; Johnson et
al., 2011; Lee & Spratley, 2010; McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Moje, 2008; Monte-Sano et al.,
2014; Sartain et al., 1982; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008), these are essential inclusions for
studies that examine learning in postsecondary education.

Reading and Studying in the Field of Psychology

Introductory psychology is a popular general education course that many majors require
and unfortunately, many students fail (Bullock, et al., 1987). According to the American
Psychological Association (2015), psychology is defined as:
The study of the mind and behavior. The discipline embraces all aspects of the human
experience — from the functions of the brain to the actions of nations, from child
development to care for the aged. In every conceivable setting from scientific research
centers to mental healthcare services, ‘the understanding of behavior’ is the enterprise
of psychologists. (apa.org)
Even within the discipline of psychology, there are multiple disciplinary perspectives.
Examining these is important because there is no single epistemology, or theory/belief about
knowledge and knowing to decipher (Smith, 2001); instead, there are many ways to think like a
psychologist. The diverse field of interests and studies in psychology can be categorized into
one of four major pillars: neuroscience, cognitive, social, and clinical (Coordinator of
Introductory Psychology, 2013). Each of these pillars reflects one of several perspectives that
guide the conceptualization of psychology.
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The biological, also referred to as the physiological perspective, interprets underlying
causes of behavior and conditions as they are influenced by the brain and physical/biochemical
processing. The psychodynamic perspective, frequently associated with Sigmund Freud, looks
at behavioral influences that are un- or subconscious. A behavioral perspective, usually
connected with names like Ivan Pavlov and B. F. Skinner, looks at behavior as being
determined by consequences and triggers. The cognitive perspective skews away from behavior
as being determined by consequence but instead considers the underlying thinking processes.
The humanistic perspective, associated with Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, considers
behavior in terms of personal choice (as opposed to being determined by consequences or
unconscious tendencies). Finally, the cross-cultural perspective is concerned with ways one’s
culture influences individuals. One additional perspective that is presented by Myers (2014) is
the evolutionary lens; this perspective looks at the ways evolution and natural selection
influences behavior.
Each section of an introductory, survey-level text requires students to view the field
from various perspectives and to be mindful of the unique ways knowledge is presented and
processed. Moje (2008) described the unique attributes of one who is thinking like an expert in
a particular discipline:
A person who has learned deeply in a discipline can use a variety of representational
forms—most notably, reading and writing of written texts, but also oral language, visual
images, music, or artistic representations—to communicate their learning, to synthesize
ideas across texts and across groups of people, to express new ideas, and to question
and challenge ideas held dear in the discipline and in broader spheres. (p. 99)
In psychology, the various lenses mean there are a number of ways to know psychology,
adding to the difficulty and further reinforcing the need for effective approaches to learning in
this discipline.
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Challenges of Reading and Studying in Psychology

These multiple perspectives that students must consider as they learn in the field of
psychology are reflective of the disciplinary literacy or the “unique tools that the experts in a
discipline use to engage in the work of that discipline” (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012, p. 8). But
reading ability in and of itself is a factor in students’ understanding subject-area textbooks. The
importance of reading ability was exemplified in a study conducted by Roberts et al. (1990)
who examined the relationship between reading aptitude as measured on the Nelson-Denny
Reading Test (Brown, Nelson, & Denny, 1973) and performance of 336 students enrolled in an
introductory psychology course. The readability level of the course textbook was estimated to
be at grade 13, which was determined to be within the reading ability level of study
participants. Results suggested that reading comprehension was considered one of the best
predictors of successful achievement in the course. The researchers reported the significance of
this finding was particularly noteworthy for lecture courses because students enrolled in such
courses were likely to rely on their reading ability to independently expand on lecture topics.
In a similar study, Fields and Cosgrove (2000) examined the relationship between
reading comprehension as measured by the ACCUPLACER (College Board, 2007) and final
grades in an introductory psychology course. The ACCUPLACER results in reading
comprehension were used to determine whether students were placed into a developmental or
non-developmental college reading course. It was not reported whether any of the students
were co-enrolled in the reading course during the same semester, but students who had placed
into developmental reading demonstrated a mean score of 1.76, or a D, in the introductory
psychology course while students who had not placed into developmental reading (i.e., they
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scored above the cut-off score) demonstrated a mean score of 2.36, or a C. Results reflect a
positive correlation between reading comprehension as measured by the ACCUPLACER and
performance in introductory psychology. However, overall success rate in the introductory
psychology class, defined by the researchers as a C or above, was around 50%. A number of
factors have been identified in current literature that contribute to the challenges related to
reading and studying in introductory psychology including language unique to the discipline
(Sartain et al., 1982), text characteristics (Bruner, 1985; Hynd et al., 2004; Jetton & Lee, 2012;
Moje, 2008; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Rado et al., 2011; Steuer, 1996; Weinstein, 2006), volume
of reading (Chase et al., 1994; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Wambach, 1998), instructor
characteristics (Buskist, Tears, Davis, & Rodrigue, 2002), and course format. These will be
discussed next.

Languages of the Disciplines

In the seminal report by Sartain et al. (1982), findings suggest that college students may
not have developed the receptive communication skills needed to fully understand college-level
disciplinary texts and lectures. A number of characteristics were found to contribute to the
difficulty of discipline-specific language. First, language tends to be technical and contextual,
requiring a conceptual knowledge of terminology specific to the area of study (Draper et al.,
2010). Second, general vocabulary usage during lectures may be more advanced and therefore,
more confusing. Third, students may resort to memorization of important principles and
generalizations related to the field rather than seeking a higher-level, conceptual understanding.
Fourth, metaphors and specialized language format used either specifically within a discipline
or during the course of lecture may be unfamiliar to students (Chase et al., 1994). Finally,
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complex language structure and unfamiliar graphics may also contribute to the difficulty of
both the text and the lectures.
The Languages of the Disciplines project resulted in a number of recommendations for
helping students to conceptualize in specific disciplines. For example, because students may
rely on memorization of concepts even if they lack understanding, Sartain et al. (1982) stressed
the importance of fostering connections to prior knowledge and utilizing teaching techniques
that provide multiple opportunities to practice and use discipline-specific vocabulary. As
discussed earlier, professors often expect that students will know how to learn the content of
their discipline, but in courses that typically show high rates of failure, this expectation seems
incongruent with the reading and study strategy approaches many students employ.

Text Characteristics

Subject-area textbooks like those used in introductory psychology courses have
numerous characteristics that can have an impact in a student’s ability to read critically (Draper
et al., 2010). The structure of the text should determine the approach. Moje (2008) identified
the following examples of differing approaches. For biology, texts will include empirical data
that were arrived at through scientific inquiry. Any claims made have to be supported by
repeated experimentation. Conversely, claims made in history are arrived at through
approaches such as corroboration and careful attention paid to the source (Hynd et al., 2004).
As for psychology, Steuer, (1996) described the reading and studying of these texts: “The
scientific nature of psychology requires students to read paradigmatic text critically” (p. 226).
Paradigmatic modes of inquiry result in analysis, theory-construction, and logical proof
(Bruner, 1985). Meaning, one generally cannot read a psychology text using the same reading
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strategies as when reading a novel; the former typically requires one to read critically in order
to understand and apply the discipline-specific concepts and principles (Jetton & Lee, 2012).
The skills needed for reading paradigmatic texts in college are often underdeveloped
(Nist & Simpson, 2000; Rado et al., 2011; Weinstein, 2006). According to a four-year study
conducted by the NCEE (2013) on community colleges, the difficulty students have with
college texts is a direct result of what is not being taught in high school. High school teachers
reported that they did not know what level of student performance would be indicative of
college readiness; thus, a priority of the study was to determine what level and types of
literacies high school students needed to develop. Findings suggested the following
competencies were not commonly taught in high school but considered prerequisites of college
readiness:
1. The ability to navigate disciplinary texts independently,
2. The ability to both retain and synthesize vast amounts of textual information,
3. Experience in reading complex representative of different disciplines, and
4. The ability to interpret graphics.
At the college level, findings revealed that regarding text complexity, “Across the
disciplines, the textbooks present comparable and significant challenges for students who will
be using them in largely unassisted environments” (NCEE, 2013, pg. 7). Text challenges that
were identified in the study included extensive, specialized vocabulary; demanding text and
sentence structure; substantial graphics; and content that reflected an expectation for prior
knowledge. All of the college texts that were reviewed required students to retrieve, assimilate,
interpret, apply, and evaluate information. The study also noted that despite the difficulty level
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of college texts and the obvious need to foster the necessary literacies, college courses
predominantly rely on classroom aids such as PowerPoints rather than the text during lectures.
The results of mispreparation for reading college texts can greatly impact performance.
Steuer (1996) noted that an inability to critically read college texts, particularly in the discipline
of psychology, will hinder the ability to process and use the information as is required at the
college level. Nonetheless, students are expected to know how to critically read and understand
these texts independently at the college level (Roberts et al., 1990; Wambach, 1998). Research
strongly suggests that students who leave high school lacking the level and types of literacy
reflective of college readiness will need to develop these early in their collegiate journey. For
additional information regarding readability of the PSY 101 text used during the semester in
which this study took place, see Course Contexts in Chapter 3.

Volume of Reading

According to Nist and Simpson (2000), another challenge students face when reading
and studying in psychology is the amount of reading that is required each week. The sheer
volume can be overwhelming, especially in combination with the expectation that students are
able to and will learn from the text independently (Nist & Simpson, 2000; Wambach, 1998).
Chase et al. (1994) examined the number of pages over the course of a semester students were
required to read in three disciplines. In a 10-week quarter, students were required to read 800
pages in history, 560 pages in political science, and 450 pages in biology.
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Instructor Characteristics

According to Buskist et al. (2002), another factor that may contribute to the difficulties
students face in an introductory psychology course lies with the instructor. While students
might perceive any number of instructor attributes as challenging, two that will be addressed
here are instructor expectations of students and instructors’ level of teaching experience. (The
general term instructor will be used in reference to the postsecondary educator, whether
professor or graduate student.)
It has been well established in the literature that instructors often have the expectation
that students already know how to study at the postsecondary level, when in reality, many
incoming freshmen do not (ACT, 2013; College Board, 2012; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Rado et
al., 2011; Weinstein, 2006; Williamson, 2008). Along with the mismatch between professor
expectation and students’ academic readiness to meet course requirements, most introductory
psychology courses are taught by graduate or teaching assistants, either exclusively (Buskist et
al., 2002) or in collaboration with the department head (Coordinator of Introductory
Psychology, 2013). More than half of the graduate students who teach introductory courses are
in their first year of graduate school and may therefore be teaching for the first time
(Coordinator of Introductory Psychology, 2013). The combination of a novice instructor with
freshmen and sophomores who typically make up the student body enrolled in introductorylevel courses may not be the optimum environment for students who are just becoming familiar
with how to meet postsecondary academic demands and may lack the skills to learn
independently without support.
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Buskist et al. (2002) examined the role of graduate students teaching psychology
courses in 236 U.S. colleges and universities. The study found that many institutions did not
offer sufficient training for the graduate assistants who would be teaching introductory
psychology courses, and the need to address and support students’ critical reading skills is an
area frequently overlooked by the novice instructors. Simply put, while instructors may know
the content of the course(s) they are teaching very well, they may not know how to offer
reading and learning support when asked.

Course Format

Introduction to Psychology, like many survey courses, is typically lecture-based. In
general, lecture-based courses consist of an instructor standing in front of the class, transmitting
information to students while they sit at desks or tables passively receiving the information—
with little opportunity to actively process and construct their own understanding (Cartolari,
Carlino, & Colombo, 2013). The lecture, thought to be the most widely used course format in
higher education, is considered inferior to discussion-based approaches in promoting retention,
transfer of knowledge, and critical thinking (McKeachie, 2011). McKeachie also noted that
because the pace of the lecture is set by the lecturer; students who fall behind may not be able
to catch up. Falling behind during a lecture is highly probable, and especially problematic, for
students who are new to the college campus and inexperienced in note-taking during college
lectures.
Lecture classes have also been referred to as a monological teaching style, and
described as resulting in a passive acquisition of information (Cartolari et al., 2013).
Conversely, a dialogical, or discussion-based, teaching style maximizes discussion about the
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course text and related concepts. In a study conducted by Cartolari et al., (2013), pre-service
teachers were exposed to monological and dialogical instructional approaches. During the
monological phase, study participants reported independently reading the course text less and
relying on their class notes more, for both studying and test preparation. Interestingly,
participants reported that dialogical class discussions based on the text actually prompted them
to read the text more. The researchers suggested that a possible explanation for this seemingly
paradoxical difference in independent reading of the text may have been the result of
perceiving the monological teacher as the expert and therefore privy to the most essential
course concepts, and thus responsible for disseminating the disciplinary knowledge. On the
other hand, when participants were engaged in the dialogical approach, researchers surmised
that “Reading texts was incorporated in class as an activity intertwined with learning
disciplinary contents…therefore functioned as an epistemic tool” (p. 173). Results suggest that
the mindset of being either a recipient of knowledge, as is typical in a lecture course, or a
constructor of knowledge, as might be expected in a discussion-based course, can have an
impact on the level of student engagement during class, choice of study strategies outside of
class, and ultimately, academic performance.

Summary of Reading and Studying Challenges in Psychology

As presented in the research, students experience difficulty when reading and studying
in introductory psychology for several reasons. First, the course text presents multiple
disciplinary foci under the umbrella of psychology (Myers, 2014) which requires students to
understand four separate but overlapping epistemologies. Second, the discipline-specific
language associated with psychology requires a higher-level, conceptual understanding than
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can be accomplished through memorization (Sartain et al., 1982). Third, reading in psychology
requires a paradigmatic mode of inquiry (Steuer, 1996) which may not have been refined
(NCEE, 2013; Nist & Simpson, 2000, Rado et al., 2011; Weinstein, 2006), as well as an
extensive and consistent time commitment to complete the volume of reading while
maintaining a sense of purpose (Brown, 1980). Research in the field of reading emphasizes just
how important it is that students possess such attributes in order to be successful in PSY 101,
although these are not being addressed in their introductory psychology course.
Several gaps were noted in the review of the literature focused on the field of
psychology. Though extensive literature exists that outlines potential challenges when reading
and studying in psychology, no studies were located that examined these challenges from the
students’ perspective. Also markedly absent from the literature were studies that explored the
impact of a discussion-based instructional model on students’ understanding of introductory
psychology. The NCEE study (2013) noted many challenges students face when learning in
various college disciplines, though the study exclusively examined those challenges in a
community college setting and did not include students’ perspectives.
The final focus of this review will examine scholarship related to the paired course
model. To be discussed are the use of contextualization, benefits of using this as an
instructional approach, and related research.

Paired Course Model

Among the various approaches to developmental reading, the paired course model is
one of the structures most strongly advocated among scholars (Arendale & Ghere, 2005;
Boylan & Saxon, 2005; Bullock et al., 1987; Chase et al., 1994; Dimon, 1988; Gebelt, Parilis,
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Kramer, & Wilson, 1996; Mallery & Bullock, 1985; McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Smoke &
Haas, 1995; Stahl et al., 1992; Stahl et al., 1996; Vandal, 2015). Similar models have been
referred to as adjunct (Commander & Smith, 1995), companion (Edgecombe, 2011), corequisite (Vandal, 2014), embedded (McWilliams & Allan, 2014), fused (Kellner & Paulson,
2006), learning communities (Tinto, 1997), linked (Stahl et al., 1996; Stallworth-Clark, Nolen,
Warkentin, & Scott, 2000), and packaged (Wilcox, delMas, Stewart, Johnson, & Ghere, 1997).
Common to these models is co-enrollment in a college reading and study strategies course and
a credit-bearing general education course such as psychology, history, or biology (Commander
& Smith, 1995). Pairing courses in this fashion embeds, or contextualizes, reading and study
strategy instruction, which immediately provides for authentic transfer of learning strategies
(Acee, 2009). When learning is contextualized, it is possible to address the discipline-specific
nature of reading and study strategies within a single subject area. For the remainder of this
document, the term “paired course” model will be used to describe such concurrent enrollment
unless otherwise indicated within a specific study.
The paired course model is an approach currently advocated for by Complete College
America (2014). As an organization that frequently challenges the efficacy of developmental
education (which they refer to as remediation), the co-requisite model (i.e., paired course
model) is heralded as an approach that will increase the pass rate of gateway courses and enable
students to immediately place into these courses with the necessary academic support
(Complete College America, 2014, 2013; Vandal, 2014). Because of the concurrent enrollment,
students have an immediate opportunity to apply reading and study strategies to their contentarea coursework, which strengthens learning (Stahl et al, 1996) and fosters relevance through
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application in an appropriate setting (Langer & Neal, 1987). The paired course model provides
a framework for contextualizing reading and study strategy instruction.

Contextualization

Contextualization is the connecting of literacy skills instruction to a specific discipline
area (Cargill & Kalikoff, 2007; Perin, 2011; Simpson et al., 1997; Simpson et al., 1993).
Johnson (2002) described why contextualized teaching and learning is so important:
Context gives meaning to content. The broader the context within which the students
are able to make connections, the more meaning content will hold for them. A great part
of a teacher’s job, then, is to provide context. The more students are able to connect
their academic lessons to this context, the more meaning they will derive from these
lessons. (p. 3)
Decontextualized instruction, in the context of this study, refers to the teaching of reading and
study strategies separate from the content and/or courses in which the strategies are to be
applied. The extent to which reading and study strategy instruction is contextualized is
important because when instruction is decontextualized, strategies are not likely to transfer to
discipline-area coursework (Holschuh & Aultman, 2009; Johnson & Carpenter, 2000; Langer
& Neal, 1987; Nist & Hynd, 1985; Stahl et al., 1992). Without a context, it is difficult to
establish a purpose for learning strategies.
Conversely, contextualized instruction facilitates transfer and improves learning
(Boylan & Saxon, 2005; Carson, Chase, Gibson, & Hargrove, 1992; Chase et al., 1994; Dimon,
1988; Draper et al., 2010; Gaier, 2013; Mallery & Bullock, 1985; Perin, 2013; Stahl et al.,
1992; Stahl et al., 1996). According to Commander and Smith (1995), when students are coenrolled in a college reading and study strategies course and a credit-bearing general education
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course such as psychology, it is the best-case scenario for immediate transfer of strategies. The
context provides an authentic purpose for learning strategies.
The primary objective of teaching college-level reading and study strategies is for
students to transfer those strategies to future content-area coursework (Boylan, 2003;
McKeown, Beck, & Blake 2009; Simpson et al., 2004). According to Mayer and Wittrock
(1996), “Transfer refers to the effect of knowledge that was learned in a previous situation…on
learning or performance in a new situation” (p. 48). Though transfer of strategies to future
general education courses was originally conceptualized to occur automatically, it is now
understood that this is not the case (Holschuh & Aultman, 2009; Pacello, 2014). To encourage
transfer, it is important to shape the instructional context to be as similar as possible to the
context to which transfer is desired (Perkins & Salomon, 1989). Contextualizing reading and
study strategy instruction through a paired course model provides the ideal framework for
facilitating transfer.

Benefits of Using a Paired Course Model

According to McWilliams and Allan (2014), embedding literacy instruction, as is
possible with paired courses, is the most effective approach for addressing disciplinary
literacies and should therefore be utilized whenever possible. Pairing a reading and study
strategies course with a credit-bearing, disciplinary course is more beneficial to students than a
less contextualized approach (Acee, 2009; Dimon, 1988; McWilliams & Allan, 2014). Several
reasons have been identified supporting why a paired course model is most effective.
Dimon (1988) conjectured that paired courses (or what Dimon refers to as adjunct
courses) have a clear, definable purpose through a focus on the context and language of the
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specific discipline with which the reading and study strategies course is linked, which can
create an authentic purpose for students’ active engagement in both courses. Second, the
reading and study strategies course can provide a supportive environment where students can
discuss and address challenges faced in the content course. An instructor’s taking students’
possession of discipline-specific literacies for granted will likely result in a lack of necessary
literacy instruction, which can then translate into students’ inability to be successful in a
particular course (McWilliams & Allan, 2014). Tinto (1997) found that linking courses, as in a
learning communities model where students enroll in multiple courses together, fosters the
perspective that learning is a shared experience rather than something that occurs in isolation.
Tinto suggested that such shared learning experiences can have a positive impact on
persistence.
Dimon (1988) identified a third reason paired courses can be effective: Active
participation is an integral part of this approach. The open, relaxed forum in the reading and
study strategies course provides a safe environment where students can share common learning
concerns and challenges faced in the general education course. The fourth reason suggested by
Dimon is focused instruction; paired courses offer the freedom to be instructionally flexible.
McWilliams and Allan (2014) addressed these benefits as follows: “Students are more likely to
benefit from receiving a carefully paced program of instruction in academic literacies,
embedded within a discipline-specific course” (p. 3). Because the reading and study strategies
course can be readily adapted to students’ individual academic needs (Brothen & Wambach,
2004), the likelihood that students’ performance in the paired content course will be positively
impacted is increased.

51

A review of the literature yielded extensive research on the paired course model. Some
examined co-enrollment in a study strategies course and introductory psychology (Bullock et
al., 1987; Denton, Seybert, & Franking, 1988; Gudan, 1994; Mallery & Bullock, 1985;
Stallworth-Clark et al., 2000); others focused on different content areas (Cargill & Kalicoff,
2007; Luvaas-Briggs, 1984; Mallery & Bullock, 1985; Schaefer & Hopper, 1991; Simpson &
Rush, 2003; Wilcox et al., 1997). Most of the paired course reported outcome measures. The
studies that did gather qualitative data (Bullock et al., 1987; Denton et al., 1988; Mallery &
Bullock, 1985) did not report examining students’ perspectives of challenges in a content area
but instead focused on perspectives of study strategy usage. The next section will examine
these studies and disclose a gap in the existing literature where my study will advance this
knowledge base.

Research in Paired Courses

At the university where this study took place, students place into postsecondary
transitional literacy (PSTL) courses based on reading scores derived from college placement
testing. Thus, students who are enrolled in PSTL courses have demonstrated their need for
additional instruction in reading in order to prepare them for their college coursework. The
following studies explored the use of the paired course model as an approach to preparing
students for specific content coursework.
Mallery and Bullock (1985) studied reading skill gains and retention rates for students
who participated in one of two different approaches to developmental reading: fused instruction
and paired instruction. In this study, fused instruction referred to a course which consisted of
five weeks of reading and study strategy training, which was then applied to biology content for
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the next four weeks. The paired course structure consisted of students who were enrolled in
both an introductory psychology course and a reading and study skills course three days per
week. Though no specific mention is made of the exact content in the reading and study skills
course beyond a study skills handbook, the assumption is made that the content was from the
introductory psychology course because of the typical nature of paired courses. The results of
this study, which concentrated predominantly on an attitude and study skills survey, revealed
that students in the experimental (paired course) group reported using more review and
vocabulary strategies, more frequently setting aside a specific time for studying psychology,
and studying for longer periods of time. Although these study behaviors are not directly
correlated with performance in the study, they do reflect transfer of strategies that are more
likely to result in academic success.
Like Mallery and Bullock, Schaefer and Hopper (1991) also studied the impact of what
they referred to as an adjunct model which paired a study strategies course with an introductory
biology course for 120 first-semester college students. In the adjunct course, instructors
covered active listening, note-taking, active reading, and test-preparation, which were
structured around academic requirements of the biology course. Thus, note-taking was
immediately addressed to prepare students for lecture but test-preparation was covered prior to
the midterm and final exams. The adjunct course included regular review of recent biology
lectures and assessed students on biology course material. Results showed a positive correlation
between students who were co-enrolled in the adjunct course and final grades in the
introductory biology course. Adjunct course participants also expressed appreciation for the
review material, and many wanted more time in the study strategies course than the twice-perweek, one-hour long course.
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Bullock et al. (1987) studied the impact of co-enrollment in an introductory psychology
course and a reading and study strategies course with an emphasis on transfer. The researchers
noted that many students in developmental education were not prepared for content-area
coursework and that reading and writing skills learned in developmental reading were not
readily transferring. Psychology faculty who met with failing or at-risk students concluded that
inadequate reading and study strategies led to failure or near failure—not the difficulty of the
content. Thus, the more integrated structure of a paired class approach was believed to present
a potential solution. The developmental reading instructor attended psychology lectures and
then incorporated the content into the reading class. Reading and study strategies were
employed immediately, allowing for authentic, contextualized application. The researchers
noted, “Students actually use their new skills in order to learn the psychology material” (p. 24).
The researchers found that immediate transfer of the learned strategies did indeed occur and
that paired students reported a greater number of positive survey responses in the areas of
reading, vocabulary, test-taking, and study skills—a claim strongly supported by Weinstein
(see Acee, 2009). Concluding remarks suggested ongoing modeling of applicable strategies
such as note-taking using psychology content.
In a similar study, Gudan (1994) also examined a course pairing that included a
developmental reading and study strategies course and an introductory psychology course.
Strategies learned in the reading class were immediately transferred to the psychology content.
A control group was enrolled with the same introductory psychology teacher but was not coenrolled in the reading and study strategies course. Results indicated that the paired group
demonstrated better retention and performance as measured by final grades.
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Stallworth-Clark et al. (2000) compared three groups of students’ use of learning
strategies, correlating reported usage with academic performance in an introductory psychology
course. Two groups of students (n=22 in each) were provisionally admitted; one had taken what
the researchers referred to as remedial reading in a previous semester and the second group was
co-enrolled in a strategy instruction course. The third group of students (n=184) were
traditionally admitted students, both freshmen and upper-level. Results revealed that despite the
differences in class level and at-risk status, no significant difference in performance was found
between any of groups. The researchers concluded, “It appears that linked students who were
using study strategies tailored to psychology were effective…the linked course approach for
‘at-risk’ students can contribute to substantial support for their academic performance in
college” (p. 9). As in the previously presented paired courses, a positive correlation was found
between co-enrollment in a study strategies course and performance in discipline area in which
students frequently experience difficulty.
Sometimes a subject-area course is paired, or linked, to a writing course rather than a
study strategy course. In a quasi-experimental design study conducted by Cargill and Kalikoff
(2007), 25 students were co-enrolled in a writing course and an abnormal psychology course,
with a control group of n=34 in a non-linked section of abnormal psychology. Despite a
number of variables that could not be controlled for (i.e., year in school, prior experience in
writing or psychology courses), results indicated that students enrolled in the linked courses
performed better on exams, writing assignments, and final grades. Another interesting finding
was that five students from the control group withdrew from the abnormal psychology course
but no students in the linked courses withdrew. According to the researchers, the study
“Provides evidence that linking writing and psychology courses can be a valuable method to
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improve student performance, increase student retention, and build learning communities” (p.
90). Given that retention has always been a concern in postsecondary education (Higbee et al,
2005; Starks, 1989), the finding that linked courses can have an impact on both keeping
students in courses and improving their performance is significant.
One study found in the literature examined the impact of three different course pairings.
Simpson and Rush (2003) conducted a program evaluation study to explore the impact of three
adjunct study strategy courses (ASSC) paired with three different academic disciplines:
biology, chemistry, and history. The ASSCs met once per week as a one-credit hour elective.
Two of the foci were transfer of study strategies and academic performance (n=252). Results
indicated that 72% of the participants stated that strategies they learned were being applied to
courses other than those paired with the ASSC, suggesting transfer. In terms of academic
performance, fewer than 7% of the participants received a grade below a “C,” whereas 17% of
the non-ASSC students scored below a “C.” Descriptive data supported the impact of the
adjunct courses: 80% of the participants believed the ASSC had a positive impact on their
grades.
Contextualization of reading and study strategies was also examined in the context of a
learning communities approach (Tinto, 1997). In one such study, researchers examined the
effects of a two-year “Package Course” experience on college freshmen who were recruited at
the start of the semester (Wilcox et al., 1997). The program was consistent with Tinto’s (1997)
description of a learning community where student enroll in two or more of the same courses to
provide a shared learning experience which can simultaneously foster academic and social
integration. Students were enrolled in a content course, a writing course, and a study skills
course. The study skills course during the first year provided instruction in general strategies
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that were not linked to the content course. Results during the first year showed that while no
significant differences were found between the control and experimental groups with respect to
content course grades, the difference between the groups in overall GPA for the semester was
statistically significant.
During the second year, the study skills course was more contextualized; content course
material was used for strategy application. Findings suggested that students benefitted from the
experience of being provided with an immediate opportunity to practice study skills with their
content course material as was evidenced in both their reported increase in use of the strategies
and in their academic performance, though researchers reported that the statistical significance
in academic performance was only observed during the term in which students participated in
the package courses. Students self-reported that the two most valuable aspects of their
participation were the study skills and the social interaction experienced in the learning
communities. This study supports the contextualization of study strategy instruction, though it
should be noted that the study strategies course was taught by professional and peer advisors,
not literacy experts. The extent to which future strategy usage and academic performance might
have been impacted by such expertise was not evident.
In a similar study, Luvaas-Briggs (1984) described an educational program titled Higher
Education Learning Package (HELP), which was designed to address the academic needs of
college freshmen who demonstrated reading levels between the seventh- and thirteen-grade
upon admission. The HELP program provided a learning community environment and utilized
team-teaching; students were enrolled in reading, writing, study skills, and a content course.
The reading, writing, and strategy instruction were all contextualized within the content course
material which allowed for immediate transfer. Results indicated that study participants
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maintained better retention rates and higher GPAs than the control group. Students reported a
high level of satisfaction with the team-teaching approach along with a sense of connection to
other program enrollees. Extensive communication and collaboration between instructors were
essential to this program’s effectiveness, and while many colleges and universities may not
currently be structured in such a way to allow for team-teaching or contextualized reading and
study strategy instruction, this study exemplified the benefits of these instructional inclusions
nonetheless.
Surprisingly, only one study was located in the literature that explicitly reported
examining long-term transfer of reading and study strategies following students’ participation
in paired courses. Though contextualizing reading and study strategy instruction provides an
authentic purpose for learning as well as an immediate opportunity for application, the longterm goal of teaching reading and study strategies is for students to use those strategies in their
future coursework (Boylan, 2003; McKeown et al., 2009; Simpson et al., 2004).Therefore, it
seems imperative to incorporate a focus on transfer beyond the immediate context if possible.
In a study conducted by Denton et al. (1988), a Learning Strategies Program was implemented
as a three-phase approach to reading and study strategy instruction. During the first phase,
students learned task-specific strategies; in phase two, maintenance and transfer of strategies
was encouraged; and in the third phase, students personalized strategies after reflecting on their
own learning styles and needs. The program included strategies for note-taking, active reading
and listening, test preparation among others.
Program evaluation showed that students who participated in the learning strategies
course earned, on an average, one grade higher than non-participants and were substantially
more likely to complete their linked introductory psychology course. Though limited by self-
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selected participation, findings suggested that linking a study strategies course to a common
general education course like introductory psychology through a Learning Strategies Program
can foster immediate transfer, have a positive effect on student performance, and encourage
long-term transfer of strategies to future coursework. Study participants reported that the
strategies were beneficial and conducive to learning in introductory psychology.

Summary of Research on the Paired Course Model

Research on the use of the paired course model and contextualized reading and study
strategy instruction strongly support the use of paired courses to promote discipline-specific
literacy practices. Several studies suggested improved academic performance (Cargill &
Kalikoff, 2007; Gudan, 1994; Mallery et al., 1991; Simpson & Rush, 2003; Stallworth-Clark et
al., 2000); others reported that students perceived contextualized study skills instruction as
beneficial (Bullock et al., 1987; Mallery & Bullock, 1985). Learning communities, where a
cohort of students enroll in the same two or more courses, were also found to be effective for
contextualizing reading and study strategy instruction as well as contributing to social
interaction (Luvaas-Briggs, 1984; Wilcox, et al., 1997). Despite the extensive literature in use
of the paired course model, none of the studies reviewed explored students’ perspectives of
specific challenges they faced while enrolled in an introductory psychology course, nor were
there any action research studies located that provided opportunities to immediately address
those challenges through additional instruction and practice.
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Summary of Chapter 2

This literature review revealed a number of important findings. Following is a summary
of these findings.
1. Challenges that students face in introductory psychology include inaccurate
conceptualizations of discipline-specific language (Sartain et al., 1982), difficult texts (Bruner,
1985; Draper et al., 2010; Jetton & Lee, 2012; Moje, 2008; Sartain, et al., 1982; Steuer, 1996),
volume of reading (Chase et al., 1994; Nist & Simpson, 2000), instructor expectations (ACT,
2013; College Board, 2012; Rado et al., 2011; Weinstein, 2006; Williamson, 2008), and course
format (Cartolari et al., 2013; McKeachie, 2011).
2. Despite these challenges, instructing students in specialized disciplinary literacies is
not commonly part of the curriculum in college courses (Bain, 2007; Durkin, 1979;
McKeachie, 2011).
3. Reading and study strategy instruction should foster self-regulated learning (Pressley,
2003; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2003; Weinstein, 1987), metacognition (Baker, 2002; Baker &
Brown, 1984; Flavell, 1979), and transfer (Simpson et al., 2004).
4. The paired course model is a strongly advocated approach to reading and study
strategy instruction (Arendale & Ghere, 2005; Boylan & Saxon, 2005; Bullock et al., 1987;
Chase et al., 1994; Dimon, 1988; Gudan, 1994; Mallery & Bullock, 1985; McWilliams &
Allan, 2014; Stahl et al., 1992; Stahl et al., 1996).
5. Instruction that is contextualized within a discipline can provide on-going
opportunities for explicit, specific guidance in strategy usage with immediate, authentic
opportunities for application (Boylan & Saxon, 2005; Carson et al., 1992; Chase et al., 1994;
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Denton et al., 1988; Dimon, 1988; Draper et al., 2010; Luvaas-Briggs, 1984; Mallery &
Bullock, 1985; Perin, 2013; Stahl et al., 1992; Stahl et al., 1996; Wilcox et al., 1997).
6. Research overwhelmingly supports the notion that academic literacies such as
reading and writing differ according to the discipline (Chase et al., 1994; Draper & Siebert,
2010; Holschuh, et al., 2014; Johnson, et al., 2011; Moje, 2008; Sartain et al., 1982; Shanahan
& Shanahan, 2008). Regrettably, these differences in disciplinary literacy are not typically
addressed by those who teach the specific subject matter (Shanahan et al., 2011).
7. The strategy instruction piece of the paired course model is guided by
recommendations made by experts in the field of literacy that strategy instruction should be
contextualized (Chase et al., 1994; Draper & Siebert, 2010; McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Perin,
et al., 2014; Simpson, 2002; Simpson & Nist, 2000), encourage transfer (Holschuh & Aultman,
2009; McKeown et al., 2009; Simpson et al., 2004; Simpson & Nist, 2000; Weinstein, 1987),
and foster principles of self-regulated learning (Cubukcu, 2008; Dembo & Seli, 2004; Flippo,
2011; Hodges, et al., 2001; Holschuh, 2000; Pintrich, 1995; Proctor et al., 2006; Weinstein &
Hume, 1998; Yip, 2009), and metacognition (Baker, 2002; Baker & Brown, 1984; Duffy et al.,
1987; Flavell, 1979; Gourgey, 1998; Morley, 2009; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Sellers et al., 2005).
8. The literature also revealed a number of academic challenges specific to introductory
psychology and suggestions for addressing those challenges (Bullock et al., 1987; Cargill &
Kalikoff, 2007; Fields & Cosgrove, 2000; Myers, 2014; Roberts et al., 1990; Sartain et al.,
1982; Steuer, 1996).
9. Noticeably absent in the literature was research specifically focused on students’
perceptions of challenges they face in introductory psychology and perceptions about the
effectiveness of specific reading and study strategies used to overcome those challenges.
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Student perceptions are important to examine because of their influence on both actions and
performance (Bandura, 1982; Simpson & Nist, 2000).
10. No studies were located that employed action research as a way to explore particular
models for overcoming the disciplinary literacy hurdles students face.
The literature described in this review informed both the development of the curriculum
in LTC 102 and the parameters of this study. This study sought to add to the scholarship in the
areas of disciplinary literacy, strategic learning, reading and studying in the field of
psychology, and the paired course model. A qualitative action research methodology provided
the most suitable approach for addressing the purpose of this study and will be discussed in the
next chapter.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this qualitative action research study was to examine students’
perceptions about learning in PSY 101, an introductory psychology course, while co-enrolled in
LTC 102, College Reading and Study Strategies. Introduction to Psychology was chosen for
two reasons. First, the university where this study was conducted requires between six to nine
hours of credit in the behavioral and social sciences, with many majors requiring this specific
course. Secondly, nearly half of all students who take this common general education course
fail. As aforementioned, over 50% of incoming freshmen arrive on the college campus
misprepared for the academic expectations they will face (ACT, 2013), which frequently results
in placement into one or more postsecondary transitional literacy (PSTL) courses (for
additional discussion on the term postsecondary transitional literacy, see Chapter 1). One such
course, College Reading and Study Strategies (LTC 102), is designed to prepare students for
their subject-area coursework by introducing them to a range of learning strategies for active
reading, note taking, test preparation, and vocabulary development (see Course Context later in
this chapter for a full description). The primary aim for such extensive strategy instruction is
for students to utilize, through transfer, these strategies in their subject-area course work
(Frazier, 1993; Simpson et al., 2004)—in this case, to their paired introductory psychology
course. Transfer was defined earlier as occurring when one’s previous experience and/or
knowledge has a positive impact on learning in a different setting (Mayer & Wittrock, 1996).
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At Midwestern University, prior to the Fall 2013 semester, LTC 102 had utilized a
simulations approach to reading and study strategy instruction for many years. Though many
maintain that the “gold standard” for facilitating transfer of reading and study strategies is for a
discipline-specific course to be paired with a reading and study strategies course (Commander
& Smith, 1985; Hodges & Agee, 2009; Stahl et al., 1992), when such pairing is not utilized as
the course structure, a simulations course is recommended (Stahl et al., 1992). In order to
examine transfer of the study strategies to discipline-specific coursework, during the fall 2012
semester—a year before this project—I conducted a pilot study, the results of which informed
this dissertation.
The pilot study was conducted with students who had been enrolled in LTC 102 during
the fall 2012 semester and then enrolled in PSY 101 in the spring 2013 semester. The study
focused on long-term transfer of the reading and study strategies learned in LTC 102 and then
applied in PSY 101 taken in the adjacent semester. This experience provided the impetus for
examining immediate transfer of reading and study strategies while co-enrolled in LTC and
PSY during the same semester. Thus, in the Fall 2013 semester, I taught one section of LTC
102 that was paired with PSY 101. This course focused exclusively on the disciplinary literacy
practices of introductory psychology while presenting opportunities for immediate transfer of
reading and study strategies. The paired course model provided a framework that enabled the
focus advocated by literacy scholars: discipline-specific strategies that adhere to the language
and literacy practices unique to a specific discipline (McWhorter, 2012; Moje, 2008; Shanahan
& Shanahan, 2012, 2008). Transfer of such strategies was explored from the perspective of coenrolled students.
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Overview of Chapter 3

The remainder of this chapter will outline my research methodology which was
determined by the purpose of my study (Crotty, 2003). The first section presents my approach
to this study beginning with a discussion of a constructivist epistemology which called for a
qualitative paradigm and action research methodology. Next, the contexts of both of the paired
courses will be described, and then research questions framing the study will be presented,
followed by a description of participants and sampling. A schedule of data collection will then
be outlined, and lastly, data collection, data analysis, and criteria establishing trustworthiness
will be described. As applicable, full research instruments can be found in the appendices.

Approach to the Study

When teachers study their own practice, this is commonly referred to by a number of
descriptors including participatory action research (PAR), teacher research, or simply action
research (Herr & Anderson, 2015). This study will utilize the term action research because it
was used to describe the approach to research taken by Kurt Lewin (1948), who is frequently
credited as developing the action research as a methodology (Adelman, 1993; Checkland &
Holwell, 1998; Hendricks, 2013; Huang, 2010). The determination of an appropriate
methodology begins with the type of question or problem that a study will endeavor to address
(Johnson, 2005). Additionally, a researcher’s epistemology, theoretical framework, and
research questions all contribute influence the methodology (Crotty, 2003). These constructs
pointed directly to a qualitative paradigm utilizing an action research methodology through a
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constructivist lens. The following section will begin with a discussion of the epistemology
framing this study and then examine the qualitative paradigm and action research approach.

Constructivist Epistemology and Qualitative Research

A constructivist epistemology views the goal of research as examining and making
sense of the way others interpret the world around them (Creswell, 2007). Crotty (2003)
described constructivism as “The view that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality
as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction…and
developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42). From this perspective,
instructional approaches will frequently be based in experiential learning that enable the
construction of knowledge. Examining such pedagogy had to allow for detailed description of
participants’ views and interpretations as they emerged; qualitative research was the best way
to accomplish this goal.
In order to examine students’ perceptions of reading and studying in introductory
psychology, it was essential to gain insight into student perceptions through a variety of venues.
This was accomplished by holistically exploring the experiences and interpretations of study
participants (Patton, 1990) through the use of multiple data sources (Gillham, 2000).
Qualitative research, according to Mills (2003), is well fitted to such exploration through data
collection that allows for study participants to share their perspectives. A qualitative paradigm
can provide detailed description of a specific practice within a particular setting (Mertens,
2010). In fact, Gillham (2000) suggested the only way to really understand a practice or
phenomenon is to explore it in the real-life context from the unique interpretation of those
involved. In contrast to an objectivist epistemology that may presume reality is something that
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is fixed and can be measured, a qualitative epistemology reflects a general purpose of
understanding and interpreting phenomena within the context they naturally occur (Hendricks,
2013). Nist and Simpson (1987) posited that it is especially important for studies examining
transfer of reading and study strategies to occur in a naturalistic setting. Thus, real-time action
research provided the best methodology for such exploration.

Action Research

Qualitative research is credited with opening the door for teachers to research their own
practices (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Action research is thought to be a systematic process of
inquiry done by teachers or other insiders for the purposes of understanding and improving
one’s practice (Hendricks; 2013; Mills, 2003). The recursive, cyclical, personal nature of action
research allows teachers to examine their own practice in its natural context; research questions
focus on specific learning/teaching practices in order to improve instruction through a
systematic process that includes collecting and analyzing data to inform practice, taking action,
and reflecting on actions (Caro-Bruce, 2002). Action research provides a direct link between
research and practice by positioning the teacher as both researcher and practitioner.
Instructional methods can immediately incorporate insights gained from on-going reflection of
teaching practices and learning outcomes. As in the case of this study, where a paired course
approach was used for the first time by the practitioner/ researcher, an action research approach
was indicated.
Herr and Anderson (2015) outlined five goals of action research. These goals are 1) to
generate new knowledge; 2) to achieve outcomes that are action-oriented; 3) to educate
participants as well as the teacher/researcher; 4) to produce results that are meaningful and
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relevant to the local context; and 5) to utilize an acceptable and appropriate methodology.
Trustworthiness, discussed later in the chapter, was directly tied to these goals.
Kurt Lewin is credited by some as one of the first to develop and use action research
(Adelman, 1993; Checkland & Holwell, 1998; Hendricks, 2013; Huang, 2010); others credit
him with developing a theory for using action research in the social sciences (Herr & Anderson,
2005). Lewin, according to Adelman (1993), applied “psychological ideas to a practical
endeavor” (p. 7) by aligning inquiry and democratic participation, researcher and participants.
Lewin (1948) stated that his work “convinced me that we should consider action, research, and
training as a triangle that should be kept together for the sake of any of its corners” (p. 42). In a
similar vein, Huang (2010) argued that action is essential for true understanding.
Action research is conceptualized in the literature with some variation. Herr and
Anderson (2015) referred to action research as a spiral where each cycle expands the teacher
researcher’s understanding of the problem focus, with the goal of leading to a solution. They
outline the spiral of action cycles as including the following steps: 1) Developing a plan to
address the identified problem; 2) Putting the plan to action; 3) Observing the impact(s) of the
course of action; and 4) Reflecting on the course of action in order to inform subsequent action
research cycles. Similarly, Caro-Bruce (2002) referred to action research as a three-pronged
stool of collecting data, analyzing data, and taking action; with every new course of action, the
cycle of data collection, data analysis, and reflection is repeated. Hendricks’ (2013) described
the process as self-repeating steps of action, evaluation, and reflection. The process I followed
in this study was most similar to Herr and Anderson (2015). I began with the problem of
misprepared students who typically experience high rates of failure in PSY 101. This led to a
plan of action—utilization of the paired course model—the effects of which were observed and
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data were collected and evaluated. Observation and other data were reflected upon and used to
inform instructional practices in the reading and study strategy leg of the paired courses, which
then led to modifications and continuation of the cycle. Using on-going data collection to
inform instructional decisions in real-time improves the quality of instruction (Simpson, 2002);
the action research cycles described above allowed for instruction to be continuously tailored to
meet academic needs expressed by study participants.
These recursive steps were integrated into the various data collection sources. For
example, the second research question guiding this study examined challenges students
experienced while reading and studying in PSY 101. During individual and group interviews,
participants shared that PSY 101 text chapters were very long and hard to follow. As the
researcher/practitioner, I was able to address this concern in LTC 102 by guiding students
through application of a summarization strategy—a strategy that we went over and was
assigned in class—as a means of monitoring their comprehension of the text as well as
providing a written rehearsal of text material. In this way, research questions led to a plan of
action; data were collected, which informed instruction; following participant reflections. The
course of action (i.e., the curriculum) was then altered in order to meet the expressed academic
concern of participants as part of the action research cycle.
The next section will provide a description of both LTC 102 and PSY 101 in order to
establish the context in which this study was conducted. Following is an overview of each
course.
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Course Contexts

Students who gain admittance into Midwestern University through conditional
enrollment take a number of transitional courses their first year. These courses often consist of
credit-bearing, transitional courses in English, math, communications, and College Reading
(LTC 101) or College Reading and Study Strategies (LTC 102). Enrollment in either LTC 101
or 102 is determined by placement; students who place into LTC 101 will take 102 as the
second course of the sequence; others will place directly into LTC 102. Few of these
conditionally enrolled students have room in their schedules to also enroll in their general
education coursework; however, when students place out (placement is discussed below) of
LTC 101 and directly into LTC 102, it is possible that they would enroll in a general education
course. Some of these students elected to co-enroll in a special section of LTC 102 and
Introduction to Psychology (PSY 101). Both of these will be described below.

LTC 102: College Reading and Study Strategies
According to the institution’s 2013-2014 Undergraduate Course Catalog, LTC 102 is
described as, “Introduction to college-level reading, learning, and study strategies, including
note taking, test preparation, rehearsal, and vocabulary development. Focus on active reading,
self-monitoring, and learning with a variety of academic texts.” There is one required, custom
text for the course: Navigating Academic Literacies (Armstrong, 2014), Freeman Custom
Publishing edition. The syllabus can be found in Appendix A.
The three credit-hour course is the second of two postsecondary literacy courses that
students can place into based on their performance on the ACT reading subtest, the reading
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comprehension portion of the ACCUPLACER (College Board, 2007), the Learning and Study
Strategies Inventory Online ([LASSI] Weinstein & Palmer, 2002) which measures self-reported
strategy usage prior to the start of college, and other assessments in discipline areas outside of
reading that are not pertinent to this study. Students who scored 19 or above on their ACT
Reading subtest AND scored 76 or above on the reading comprehension portion of the
ACCUPLACER were eligible to enroll in either the traditional LTC 102 course or in the
special section of LTC 102 paired with PSY 101.
The special section of LTC 102 deviated from the traditional course in two ways. First,
the traditional LTC 102 utilized a simulations model because a paired course, considered by
many to be the optimal course structure for reading and study strategy instruction (Arendale &
Ghere, 2005; Boylan & Saxon, 2005; Bullock et al., 1987; Chase et al., 1994; Dimon, 1988;
Mallery & Bullock, 1985; McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Simpson et al., 2004; Stahl et al., 1992;
Stahl et al., 1996), was not available prior to the Fall 2013 semester. Second, as is the nature of
paired courses, there was an exclusive focus on the PSY 101 coursework. All of the strategies
covered throughout the semester were applied to the PSY 101 textbook rather than practiced on
the authentic textbook chapters representative of several disciplines (i.e., natural sciences,
behavior and social sciences, and the humanities) that were typically included as part of the
traditional LTC 102 curriculum. Following is a course overview and weekly breakdown of the
paired section of LTC 102.

Course Overview

The course utilized explicit instruction in research-supported reading and study
strategies, guided practice in strategy application using authentic texts, and opportunities for
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reflection on the strategy effectiveness (Armstrong & Reynolds, 2011). Assignments included a
course analysis, where students analyzed the PSY 101 syllabus, text, and overall course
expectations, and two opportunities to practice strategies from the following categories: active
reading, written rehearsal, note-taking, and test-preparation. Strategies were categorized as such
primarily for organizational purposes; these groupings were not meant to imply an exclusive
purpose but rather serve to highlight one of the purposes of a particular strategy. Participants
were given a choice of which strategy to apply in order to encourage and reflect the importance
of their “flexible use of the processes embedded within a strategy” (Simpson, et al., 2004, p.
16). If the goal of teaching students is to become active and strategic in their approach to
academic tasks, according to Mulcahy-Ernt and Caverly (2009), the emphasis must be on deeplevel processes as well as the cognitive and metacognitive aspects of strategy usage (Nist &
Simpson, 2000). Focusing on processes avoided any potential implication that any one
particular strategy could be the answer to academic success.
Because this study was based on employing a paired course approach for the first time,
strategy selection mimicked that of the other sections of LTC 102 that utilize a simulations
model (Armstrong & Reynolds, 2011). Hence, strategy choices were predetermined. From the
active reading strategy devices, choices included SQ3R (Robinson, 1946), S-RUN-R (Van
Blerkom & Mulcahy-Ernt, 2004), PILLAR (Preview chapter, Identify major topics, List topics,
Look online for information, Attempt to make sense of topics, Read the chapter actively)
(Armstrong, 2014), or text coding. For written rehearsal, students practiced concept cards and
summarization. Practicing summarization was especially important because this strategy is
frequently recommended by disciplinary experts in psychology at Midwestern University and
can be effective “For encoding and remembering material presented in text format” (King,
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1992, p. 304). For note-taking, the choices were Cornell notes (Pauk & Owens, 2005), T-notes,
chart notes (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008), or outline notes. For test-preparation/written
rehearsal, students applied the Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy Anticipation Guide (Krathwohl,
2002), summarization (Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978), and/or the PORPE (Predict a question,
Organize materials, Rehearse response, Practice writing response, Evaluate response)
(Simpson, 1987). Each of these strategies was applied to the PSY 101 course text in order to
contextualize the strategies and allow for authentic usage. Opportunities for immediate use of
strategies encouraged a sense of purpose (Hull & Moje, 2005) and provided multiple avenues
to independently construct knowledge from an expository text, which is often a challenge for
students just beginning college (Kellner & Paulson, 2006).
In addition to strategy application practice, participants practiced self-selected
vocabulary strategies and created a study guide for each mastery assessment. Mastery
assessments (MAs) were completed in LTC 102 just prior to each PSY 101 exam and contained
two parts. Part 1 provided an opportunity for participants to respond to review questions on
psychology content. Part 2 required participants to reflect on how some of the major concepts
from LTC (i.e., metacognition or metacomprehension) helped them prepare for the MA and
upcoming psychology exam. There were five MAs over the span of the semester.
The course culminated with an opportunity for students to demonstrate their
conceptualization of transfer as well as their metacognitive growth through the development of
a self-designed strategy. Students were required to create and name an original strategy that
included aspects of reading and study strategies they used throughout the semester. Included in
the assignment were procedural and conditional information about their strategies, a rationale,
and a description of the developmental process. This practice was consistent with Holschuh and
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Aultman’s (2009) recommendation that “Students should be encouraged to modify strategies in
such a way that they have ‘ownership’ in the strategy” (p. 136). Kuhn and Dean (2004) noted
that this process of self-reflection also increased metacognitive awareness, which has been
associated with academic success (Gourgey, 1998; Morley, 2009; Nist & Simpson, 2000).

Course Outline by Week

Following is a breakdown of the LTC 102 curriculum according to week. The semester
can be divided into two major phases—prior to recruitment and after recruitment. The “prerecruitment” phase refers to weeks one through four. Since recruitment took place during week
four, every week thereafter represents the “after recruitment” phase. It should be noted that
there was no difference in the curriculum for study participants and non-participants; the
categorization of the pre- and post-recruitment phases simply reflects the start of participant
data collection.
Week 1. The first class period began with an introduction to LTC 102 and explanation
of the paired course model, followed by an activity designed for learning student names. The
course overview focused on disciplinary literacies, the importance of context when considering
reading and study strategies, and challenges that previous students had shared about studying in
PSY 101. Next, the course syllabus and outline were distributed and discussed. Since all of the
assignments were posted on Blackboard (the Online Learning Management System), I
demonstrated how these could be accessed, where LTC assignments were to be posted, and
how all course materials related to PSY 101 could be accessed. Both LTC 102 and PSY 101
course texts were previewed, followed by a discussion about the process of analysis and what it
meant to analyze a syllabus, text, and course. Assignments for the week included reading the
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first two chapters in the LTC text, the first chapter in the PSY text, and completion of the
course analysis assignment (see Appendix B).
Week 2. Because of Labor Day, class only met once during the second week. Concepts
reviewed from the LTC 102 text included schema, epistemology, metacognition,
metacomprehension, and types of knowledge. The importance of denotative and connotative
understanding of vocabulary was discussed. The SQ3R (Robinson, 1946) and PILLAR
(Armstrong, 2013) strategies were introduced, demonstrated, and practiced. The assignment in
PSY 101 was to read Chapter 2 and LTC 102, students were to apply either the SQ3R or the
PILLAR.
Week 3. Discussions this week focused on the Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy
Anticipation Guide (Krathwohl, 2002), the structure of quizzes and exams in behavioral/social
sciences such as PSY 101, and the disciplinary focus on theorists and theories in psychology.
With the first PSY 101 exam scheduled during week 4, a major focus was on creating a study
guide. In partners, students identified difficult vocabulary from either course text in order to
compile a class list for the vocabulary portion included in the mastery assessment (MA).
Reading assignments included Chapters 3 and 4 in LTC and Chapter 6 in the PSY text.
Week 4. In order to adhere to IRB guidelines, the Department Chair came in to describe
the study and to distribute consent forms (see Appendix C), which resulted in a sample of 12
students who volunteered to participate in the study. There was a single strategy focus this
week; concept cards were introduced, demonstrated, and practiced as the written rehearsal
strategy, which was applied to Chapter 6 in the PSY 101 text. Reading assignments included
chapters three and four in the LTC 102 text in preparation for the first MA (see Appendix D)
along with Chapter 6 in PSY 101. The first MA was also administered this week. The
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vocabulary component included choosing ten vocabulary terms from the list developed the
previous week and writing an original definition and sentence for each.
Week 5. This week focused on reviewing all of the major concepts from the LTC 102
text for the second mastery assessment. These included metacognition, metacomprehension,
schema, disciplinary literacies, epistemology, epistemological beliefs, and the Revised Bloom’s
Taxonomy Anticipation Guide. Chapter 10 in the psychology text was the assigned reading.
Week 6. Discussions during this week focused on vocabulary and note-taking. In small
groups, students identified a vocabulary term from a current chapter in PSY 101 (either 4 or 10)
for a class list to be used as part of the next MA. Each small group presented to the rest of the
class a demonstration of one of the note-taking strategies (Cornell, T-notes, chart notes, or
outline notes) using something from a current PSY 101 chapter. Assignments for the week
included selecting and applying one of the note-taking strategies on either Chapter 10 or 13 in
the PSY text. The first focus group was held this week for participants and conferences were
held for non-participants.
Week 7. In preparation for the third MA which was administered this week, a lack of
alignment among PSY 101 sections necessitated flexibility on MA content. The chapter review
questions were used as the study guide to help students prepare both for the MA and their
upcoming PSY 101 exam; this was their only assignment for the week. On the MA, students
were only responsible for answering content questions on the chapters covered in their PSY
101 sections.
Week 8. During the eighth week, the Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy Anticipation Guide
was revisited as a test-preparation strategy device. An in-class activity provided opportunity to
practice constructing questions at each of the six levels. A vocabulary quiz on student-selected
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concepts from Chapters 4, 10, and/or 13 from the PSY 101 text was administered. Assignments
for the week included reading Chapter 7 in the PSY 101 text and applying the taxonomy (see
Appendix B).
Week 9. During the ninth week, students continued focusing on chapters to be covered
on the third PSY 101 exam but at different paces. Some PSY 101 sections were still covering
Chapter 7 and others were on the next chapter. The topic this week was active reading. S-RunR (Van Blerkom & Mulcahy-Ernt, 2004) was demonstrated and then practiced in small groups.
Comparisons between the SQ3R and the S-RUN-R were discussed. Text-coding was also
introduced then demonstrated using Chapter 7 content. Students practiced this in class on a
current reading. Assignments included reading Chapter 8 and applying one of the active
reading strategy devices covered this week to the PSY 101 chapter currently assigned.
Week 10. Discussions this week began with vocabulary of Chapters 7 and 8. Students
were counted off one through four in order to group students with others they may not have
worked with previously. Each student chose a vocabulary term from an assigned group of
pages to avoid duplication. The in-class activity was first to create an original definition and
then present the vocabulary term in a creative way to the rest of the class. Cards were collected
and used to compile the vocabulary list for the next quiz. Next, each small group worked
together to complete the review questions in Chapters 7 and 8. The summarization strategy was
presented and assigned to be applied to Chapter 9, which was the next reading in PSY 101.
Mastery assessment four was administered; students elected to have the vocabulary quiz—
choosing ten vocabulary terms and writing original definitions and sentences—with the MA.
Week 11. The focus this week was on preparing for the upcoming PSY 101 exam. An
open discussion was held about the most difficult areas of Chapters 7 through 9 with
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recommendations for using memory aids. Review questions were covered as a large group and
a teacher-constructed crossword puzzle was distributed. Students were guided to utilize their
notes they constructed from the three chapters as their study guide. The second focus group was
held this week for participants. Conferences were held for non-participants.
Week 12. During this week, note-taking strategies and LTC 102 concepts were
reviewed. Students selected a different note-taking strategy than the one used previously and
applied it to Chapter 3, their currently assigned reading in PSY 101. The PORPE (Simpson,
1987) was introduced and practiced in class on LTC concepts from the course text as an inclass activity that included creating a question for which a classmate would outline and provide
an oral answer. The concept of selective attention, covered in their current PSY 101 chapter,
was discussed as it applied to studying. A video was played as students tried to read a selection
in their text in order to exemplify the challenge of dividing one’s attention while trying to read
a course text. Students also selected vocabulary terms from either Chapter 3 or 14 for the next
vocabulary assessment.
Week 13. During week thirteen, the focus was on creating a Q & A, which was the final
test-preparation strategy of the semester. The strategy was introduced using examples from
Chapter 14; students were guided to fold a paper in T-note fashion and to label one side with a
Q and the other with an A. Bloom’s taxonomy was reviewed in order to reinforce creating
questions that included how and why rather than what questions because the former prompts
higher-level questions. The strategy was assigned to the current reading in the PSY 101 text—
Chapter 3 or 14. Also held this week was a group “conference” where students were introduced
to and saw examples of the self-designed strategy assignment (see Appendix B) and completed
their final course reflections (see Appendix E).
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Week 14. This week, the fifth MA was administered. Students were directed to
complete only the content portion that had already been covered in the PSY 101 lectures. There
was only one class session due to fall break.
Week 15. LTC 102 course concepts were reviewed again this week for the exit exam
scheduled for week 16 (discussed in the next section). Students were given the opportunity to
ask questions about any area to be covered on the upcoming PSY 101 exam. Self-designed
strategies were presented; each student peer-reviewed each presentation in the following areas:
1) quality of the visual aid; 2) originality of title; 3) background/rationale for strategy; 4) clarity
of steps for application; and 5) description of context/discipline including why the strategy is
appropriate for that context.
Week 16. Students took the exit exam part 1 on Monday and part 2 on Wednesday in
order to place out of LTC 102.

Placing Out of LTC 102

At the end of the semester, students had to place out of LTC 102 through a process
similar to their initial placement. At the end of the semester, a two-part exit exam was required
for all students enrolled in LTC courses. One part consisted of a second administration of the
ACCUPLACER (College Board, 2007) and the LASSI (Weinstein & Palmer, 2002). Part 2
included an essay exam that covered major course concepts discussed throughout the semester
(i.e., metacognition, metacomprehension, epistemology, schema, and Bloom’s taxonomy) and a
question that presented an academic scenario where students needed to identify which strategy
they would use, why the strategy was chosen, and how they would apply it. Students who
received a score of 76 on the ACCUPLACER, or received two “pass” decisions on the essay
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portion from two of the LTC instructors who read the written portion, placed out of LTC 102.
The LASSI results, though not pertinent to this study, are routinely collected as an additional
source of students’ perceptions about reading and study strategy usage.

PSY 101: Introduction to Psychology

From the 2013/2014 Undergraduate Course Catalog, this course is described as
including “Basic psycho-physiological principles of human behavior, including the roles of
heredity, maturation, environment, behavioral development, sensory processes, perception,
motivation, and emotions.” This course is a common general education requirement satisfying
three credit hours of the required six to nine credit hours in social sciences. Many majors such
as education, nursing, and business require PSY 101 as part of the corresponding programs of
study.
According to the Coordinator of Introductory Psychology (2013), PSY 101 instructors
are mostly first or second-year graduate students seeking a Master’s degree in psychology.
Graduate assistants (GAs) teach PSY 101 as part of their Master’s programs, for which they
attend a “boot camp” week of training each semester. Boot camp is typically the only
experience and training they receive for teaching PSY 101.
The syllabus for PSY 101 (see Appendix F) was the same all 30 sections that were
offered in the Fall 2013 semester. However, despite the standardized syllabus, quiz and exam
schedules were not standardized and therefore varied significantly between sections. Table 1
depicts PSY 101 lecture topics with corresponding quizzes and exams.
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Table 1
PSY 101 Lecture Topics
Topics
The Science of Psychology
The Biological Perspective
Sensation and Perception
Quiz 1 & Quiz 2
Learning Curve modules due & Exam 1:
Development Across the Lifespan
Motivation and Emotion
Social Psychology
Quiz 3 & Quiz 4
Learning Curve modules due & Exam 2:
Learning
Memory
Cognition
Quiz 5 & Quiz 6:
Learning Curve modules due & Exam 3:
Consciousness
Psychological Disorders
Psychological Therapies
Quiz 7 & Quiz 8
Learning Curve modules due & Exam 4:

Chapters
1
2
6

4
10
13

7
8
9

3
14
15

As can be seen in Table 1, the semester was broken up into quarters. According to the
Coordinator, chapters with similar themes were grouped together when applicable. Chapters 1,
2, and 6 are all related to a biological perspective. The next three chapters are related to a
social-cultural perspective. Chapters 7 through 9 reflect a cognitive psychology perspective and
the final three are more clinical in nature.

Course Requirements

PSY 101 met either two or three days per week for three credit hours. The 409 possible
points were broken down as follows: four non-cumulative exams for 50 points each, eight
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lecture quizzes for 10 points each, four online practice exercises called “Learning Curves”
worth 30 points each, with the remaining points allocated for participation in psychology
experiments. Regular class attendance was expected but not monitored and there was one
required textbook: Exploring Psychology (Myers, 2014). For a list of chapters for weekly
lectures, see the PSY 101 syllabus in Appendix F.

Description of Text

The PSY 101 textbook Exploring Psychology (Myers, 2014) contained 15 chapters.
Average chapter length was 35 pages with a range of 24 to 43 pages. Each exam covered three
chapters; each quiz covered one to two chapters. On Blackboard, all potential quiz questions
were posted in a quiz bank that covered the entire text. For each chapter, ten potential shortanswer questions were listed from which two were chosen.
Two analyses were conducted on the PSY 101 text. A Lexile analysis provided a
quantitative measure of text complexity using sentence length and word frequency as variables.
This evaluation revealed a measure of 960L, placing the course text at the 11th to 12th grade
level readability (Lexile Text Measure Analyzer, 2015). Lexile scores are important to consider
in light of the emphasis the Common Core State Standards ascribes to text complexity as an
indicator of college readiness (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2015; Hiebert, 2014;
Shanahan, 2015). The Lexile measure on this text were similar to those reported by Williamson
(2008) for a comparable general education-level, introductory psychology course text. Though
more commonly used for curricular decision-making at the primary and secondary levels,
researchers are starting to make a move toward Lexile score consideration even at the
postsecondary level (Armstrong, Stahl, & Kantner, 2015; Williamson, 2008).
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The second analysis that was completed on Exploring Psychology (Myers, 2014) was a
Friendly Text Evaluation (Dreher & Singer, 1989; Singer, 1992). This analysis was conducted
independently by three evaluators. A friendly text was defined as one that facilitates the process
of learning from the text in the following areas: organization, explication, conceptual density,
metadiscourse, and instructional devices (Dreher & Singer, 1989). A Likert-scale score was
assigned to 34 criteria ranging from one, which indicated “strongly agree,” to five which
indicated “strongly disagree.” The closer the cumulative score is to 34, the “friendlier” the text.
The mean score between the three evaluators was 88. This score was below the mid-range of
102 on the Friendly Text Evaluation 34-170 scale. Based on these criteria, the PSY 101 text
appeared to be more friendly than unfriendly (Dreher & Singer, 1989). Aspects found to be
especially friendly were the organization of text, clearly articulated headings and subheadings,
and the inclusion of review questions. Some of the aspects of the Myers text that were rated as
particularly unfriendly included the presentation and amount of vocabulary, the lack of an
author-established purpose for each section or chapter, and the absence of chapter summaries.
As a point of comparison, in a recent text analysis study conducted at a different institution
(Armstrong et al., 2015), the introductory psychology course text currently being used was
rated a friendly text measure of 61.

Performance in PSY 101: Evidence of Disciplinary Literacy Challenges at a Midwestern
University

How well students critically read discipline-specific textbooks might be demonstrated
by their performance on course exams. Thus, one could at least correlate exam scores in a
specific discipline with the effectiveness of students’ reading and studying in that area. At
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Midwestern University, average exam scores for all students who enrolled in PSY 101 ranged
from 60-67% over the past four years, with a score range of 56% – 75% for an average N of
1088 per semester (Coordinator of Introductory Psychology, 2013). In fact, only the second
exam during the spring semesters of 2011 and 2012 reflected scores above 70%. Exam
averages are important to note because these scores are based on text material only and thus
represent an outcome measure of reading and studying in the introductory psychology course.
Though many other variables could potentially impact these outcome data, a lack of disciplineappropriate reading and study strategies may contribute to low exam scores. This study was
guided by the research questions that follow.

Purpose and Research Questions Revisited

To reiterate, the purpose of this qualitative action research study was to examine
students’ perceptions about learning in PSY 101, an introductory psychology course, while coenrolled in LTC 102, College Reading and Study Strategies. The research questions guiding
this study are as follows:
(1) In what ways do study participants describe their reading and study strategy usage
in PSY 101?
(2) What academic challenges do study participants identify when reading and studying
in PSY 101?
(3) What are study participants’ perceptions regarding the transfer of the reading and
study strategies from LTC 102 to PSY 101?
(4) In what ways do study participants describe their understanding of “disciplinary
literacy” as it relates to psychology?
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Participants

Students admitted through a conditional enrollment program at Midwestern University
comprised the population. Most students in this program come from urban schools. These
students, typically ranging in age from 18-20, are conditionally admitted for one year, during
which time they need to maintain a GPA of 2.5 in order to continue attending the university.
For the purposes of this study, conditional admittance was defined as students’ admittance into
and continued attendance at the university being dependent upon placement into and
satisfactory completion of developmental education courses such as LTC 102. A total of 551
students were conditionally admitted for the semester during which this study occurred.
Required coursework for program participants included some or all of the following: a college
reading course, a reading and study strategies course, and developmental classes in English,
math, and communications.
Institutional data from the summer 2013 placement testing indicated that 551
conditionally admitted students participated in the placement process. The results were as
follows: 424 students placed into the LTC 101; 67 placed into LTC 102; 26 placed into LTC
102—Recommended; and 34 students were considered exempt from either PSTL course.

Sampling

As with many studies that use the lens of action research, the sample was both
purposeful and self-selected. According to Patton (1990), purposeful sampling is common in
qualitative designs because the goal is to purposefully choose information-rich cases that
enable the purposes of the study to be illuminated. Students who placed into either LTC 102-
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recommended or exempt—60 in all—were eligible to co-enroll in the paired course model
based on their placement results and were invited to do so during their registration orientation;
16 students chose to do so. Students who enrolled in the paired sections of LTC 102 and PSY
101 were invited to participate in the study; those who self-selected to participate comprised the
sample. Of the 16 students co-enrolled in the paired courses, 12 self-selected to participate and
none chose to withdraw from the study. Data were not collected for the four non-participating
students. Table 2 provides demographic information regarding each participant. Study
participants were given the option to provide their own pseudonym. When they did not select
one, I chose a name and they approved.
Table 2
Participant Demographics
Participant
Pseudonym
Antoine

Gender
Male

Academic
Classification
Freshman

Brooke

Female

Sophomore

Daniel

Male

Freshman

Diane

Female

Sophomore

James

Male

Freshman

Joseph

Male

Sophomore

Karl

Male

Freshman

Mandee

Female

Freshman

Paul

Male

Freshman

Robert

Male

Freshman

Sarah

Female

Freshman

Tony

Male

Freshman
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The next section presents the schedule for data collection (Table 3), as suggested by
Caro-Bruce (2002), which provides an overview of the data collection processes with
corresponding timeframes. Also included is a brief description of purpose for each data source
during that facet of the study. Each of these methods will be discussed at length immediately
thereafter.
Table 3
Schedule for Data Collection

Semester/Week
Spring 2013
Semester
Summer 2013

Fall 2013
Week 2

Fall 2013
Week 4
(Final IRB
approval
received)

Method

Purpose

Piloted interview protocols;
identified challenges students face
in PSY 101
A. Interviewed PSY 101
Coordinator, gather class materials
B. Told incoming
conditionally enrolled
students about paired
course option
C. Qualified student enroll in PSY
101 and LTC 102 for Fall 2013
A. Observation 1 of PSY 101
lecture
B. Researcher reflections

Examine the usability interview
protocols; student reflections inform
Fall 2013 study
A. Establish rapport, get a sense of
curriculum and student supports

A. Recruited participants
B. Observation 2 of PSY 101
lecture

A. Establish sample
B. On-going data collection on
instructional techniques and content
delivery to inform LTC instruction
C. Participant reflection on
preparedness for mastery assessment
of LTC concepts

C. Mastery assessment reflection 1

(continued on the following page)

B & C. Establish course
population consistent with
eligibility guidelines

A. Gather data on instructional
techniques and content delivery
B. Documentation of context,
researcher insight, and initial student
reflections on PSY 101experiences
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Table 3 (continued)
Fall 2013
A. Master assessment reflection 2
Week 5
B. Observation 3 of PSY 101
lecture

Fall 2013
Week 6

Focus Group 1

Fall 2013
Week 7

A. Master assessment reflection 3

B. Interview 1 with Brooke and
Interview 1 with Tony

A. Participant reflection on
preparedness for mastery
assessment on PSY 101 content
B. On-going data collection of
instructional techniques and content
delivery to inform LTC instruction
In-depth communication about
student perceptions of PSY 101 and
transfer of strategies
A. Participant reflection on
preparedness for mastery assessment
on PSY 101 content
B. In-depth communication about
student perceptions of PSY 101 and
transfer of strategies with Brooke and
Tony

Fall 2013
Week 8

Researcher reflections

On-going documentation of context,
researcher insight, and participant
experiences

Fall 2013
Week 9

A. Interview 1 with Joseph and
Interview 2 with Brooke

A. On-going, in-depth data collection
regarding participant experiences in
PSY 101 and usefulness of LTC 102;
follow-up on previous interview data
with Brooke
B. On-going data collection of
instructional techniques and content
delivery to inform LTC instruction—
special focus on note-taking

B. Observation 4 of PSY 101
lecture, including note-taking of
lecture

Fall 2013
Week 10

A. Mastery assessment reflection
4
B. Interview with Diane

(continued on the following page)

Participant reflection on preparedness
for mastery assessment on PSY 101
content
B. On-going data collection on
participant experiences and concerns
in PSY 101 and LTC 102
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Table 3 (continued)
Fall 2013
A. Interview 2 with Diane and
Week 11
Interview 1 with Robert

B. Focus Group 2

Fall 2013
Week 12

A. Interview 1 with Sarah
B. First open interview scheduled

A. On-going data collection on
participant experiences and concerns
in PSY 101 and LTC 102; follow-up
on previous interview data with
Diane
B. On-going data collection on
participant experiences; follow-up
on previous focus group statements
A. In-depth communication on
student perceptions
B. Offer additional opportunities for
participants to attend an individual
interview

Fall 2013
Week 13

A. Mastery assessment reflection 5 A. Participant reflection on
preparedness for mastery
B. Observation 5 of PSY 101
assessment on PSY 101 content
lecture
B. On-going data collection of
C. Researcher reflections
reading and studying in PSY101
C. Special focus on compiling
observation data

Fall 2013
Week 14

A. Self-designed strategies

B. Open interview scheduled

C. Written reflections

A. Demonstration of create level
(Bloom’s taxonomy) of participants’
strategy conceptualizations
B. Offer additional opportunities for
participants to attend an individual
interview
C. LTC 102 reflections

Fall 2013
Week 15

A. Researcher reflections
B. Focus group 3

A. Wrap-up observations
B. On-going data collection on
participant experiences; follow-up
on previous focus group statements

December
2013-February
2014

A. Follow-up with participants
regarding PSY 101 grades
B. Met with PSY 101 Coordinator

A. Final data collection on
participants’ PSY 101 experiences
B. Shared data regarding participant
experiences in PSY 101
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Data Sources and Collection

As presented in Table 3, several data sources were used. According to Merriam (1988)
the use of multiple data sources strengthens qualitative research and can improve the
researcher’s insight into the problem (Creswell, 2008). Data sources used in this study included
the placement battery, an initial interview with the Coordinator of Introductory Psychology,
and then on-going observations, focus groups, interviews, and course documents. Additionally,
in the spirit of action research, a researcher journal was the vehicle for recording my
reflections—a valuable part of the reflect-act-evaluate cycle of the action research methodology
(Hendricks, 2013). All protocols can be found in the appendices. The data collected in the
summer of 2013 are referred to as “placement data” because placement decisions were based
on performance outcomes. This section begins with a discussion of placement data, some of
which is routinely collected for all conditionally admitted students prior to their first semester
at Midwestern University. The interview with the Coordinator of Introductory Psychology is
also included in this section because of the timeframe in which it occurred, though it should not
be considered as contributing in any way to student placement in LTC 102 or PSY 101.
The interview protocol was informed by a previous pilot study I conducted on student
perceptions of the usefulness and transferability of reading and study strategies learned in LTC
102 in the semester prior to this dissertation study. Though the paired course structure wasn’t
used because participants weren’t enrolled in PSY 101 until the adjacent semester (Fall 2013),
the previous pilot did shed light on challenges students faced in introductory psychology and
their perceptions regarding transfer of strategies. Additionally, the interview protocol that was
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used in this study, described later in this section, was previously piloted and refined to better
reflect the research questions herein.

Placement Data

Placement decisions for transitional courses are made during the summer for new,
conditionally enrolled students. The placement battery, discussed earlier in this chapter in
Course Contexts, determines one of four course assignments. Students might place into one of
two postsecondary transitional reading courses, score high enough to receive a recommendation
but not a requirement for course enrollment, or be exempted based on the combined results of
the ACT (reading subtest only) and the ACCUPLACER (College Board, 2007). Data collected
during the summer of 2013 resulted in one of the following designations for the Fall 2013
semester: LTC 101—College Reading, LTC 102—College Reading and Study Strategies, LTC
102-Recommended, or Exempt. As discussed earlier, students scoring 19 or above on the ACT
Reading subtest and 76 or above on their reading comprehension as measured by the reading
comprehension portion of the ACCUPLACER were designated LTC 102-Recommended or
Exempt, thus eligible to enroll in the special section of LTC 102 if co-enrolled in PSY 101.

Coordinator Interview

In order to inform my perception of the context before collecting student data, I
conducted an interview with the Coordinator of introductory-level psychology courses. The
purpose of the interview was threefold: 1) to continue an on-going dialog between the PSTL
program and the content-area foci; 2) to establish an early impression of the learning
environment; and 3) to compile PSY 101 course documents that my LTC 102 participants
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would be receiving. These included the syllabus, the course text, the “quiz bank,” which was a
list of all possible quiz questions from which the PSY instructor chooses two for each quiz, and
a list of all PSY 101 sections (including time and location) that was used as a guide for
observations. I also requested to be added as a student into one of the PSY 101 sections on
Blackboard to enable access to the online Learning Curves and announcements.

On-Going Data Collection

On-going data collection sources included observations, focus groups, interviews,
document analysis (including mastery assessment reflections and final course reflections
described later in this section), outcome measures, and a researcher’s journal. Table 4 aligns the
research questions with each data source. Following the table, collection procedures for each
source are described.

Table 4

X

X

X

X

X

X

MA
Reflections

X

Document
Analysis

X

Observations

Interviews

Research Question #1: In what ways do students describe
their reading and study strategy usage in PSY 101?
Research Question #2: What academic challenges do
students identify when reading and studying in PSY 101?
Research Question #3: What are students’ perceptions
regarding the transfer of reading and study strategies
presented and mastered in LTC 102 to PSY 101?
Research Question #4: In what ways do students describe
their understanding of disciplinary literacy as it relates to
psychology?

Focus
Groups

Data Collection and Research Question Alignment

X
X

X
X

X

X
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Observations

Mertens (2010) suggested the use of observations is instrumental for gathering
information on program operation and processes. As noted by Creswell (2008), observations
must take place over time in order to get a more complete picture of student behavior and avoid
the impact of extraneous variables such as classroom climate or atypical involvement/conduct
of participants or other students. An observation protocol is recommended for recording
observational data (Creswell, 2003). The observation tool used in this study was adapted from
the “Text-Readiness Classroom Observation Checklist” (Armstrong et al., 2015) and can be
found in Appendix G. This instrument was chosen because of its foci on both instructor and
student factors that may contribute to difficulty students experience when reading and studying
in introductory psychology. The observation protocol was originally structured as a checklist
with 16 items representing two broad categories of interest: instructor behavior and student
behavior.
The first observation of PSY 101 took place during week two in order to establish an
early impression of the learning environment. Additional observations occurred during weeks
four, five, nine, and 13. The timeframe and number of PSY 101 observations allowed for
triangulation of data regarding challenges that were mentioned by participants in individual or
group interviews. Each observation took place with a different PSY 101 instructor and section
in order to get as thorough a sense of context as possible because I wasn’t able to control for
different instructional styles. Given that PSY 101 is offered either twice or three times per
week, observations were conducted to represent both time structures.

93

The observation tool allowed me to consistently focus on the following factors: the
instructor’s use of text, lecture style, and student participation/behavior during class. Special
note was made of any instructional factors that would potentially influence reading and study
strategy implementation. For example, I specifically listened for any strategy recommendations
made by the instructors (item #6) and speed and format of lecture (item #s 10-12). One
instructor suggested, “(this concept) is important to remember. I encourage all of you to reread.” During another observation, an instructor reminded students that six of the questions on
the upcoming exam would be directly from the end of the psychology chapter. No other
strategy recommendation was made.
I also considered whether the classroom environment was one that encouraged student
questioning by the instructor checking for understanding (item #8). Checking for understanding
might establish the learning landscape as either one of instructional support or one with an
implicit expectation for independent learning. I did hear queries such as, “That makes sense,
right?” and “Are there any questions?” I made note early in the semester that many of the
classroom factors I observed varied substantially from instructor to instructor. These
differences will be discussed in the next chapter.
Initially, there were 16 specific factors on the observation tool, but in the recursive spirit
of action research, two additional items were added to the protocol following the first
observation in order to include those aspects for a more complete picture of the context: (13)
Instructor uses other media (besides a PowerPoint, which was already addressed in several
other prompts); and (19) Students observed taking notes. Item (14), Instructor alerts students to
important information, was added following the first focus group when participants shared
specific challenges in the areas of student note-taking and teacher guidance. Information
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gleaned from observations was used to inform discussions in LTC 102 and, when applicable,
were revisited in one-on-one and/or in focus group discussion. For example, in the first focus
group, participants were asked what they found most challenging in PSY 101. Several
participants mentioned they had difficulty taking notes because they had trouble keeping up
with the pace of the lecture. I actually verified this finding during several of my observations.
As a result, in LTC, we discussed ways of handling lectures that move at such a fast pace.

Focus Groups

Focus groups, or group interviews, provided a forum for participants not only to
respond to researcher-directed questions but also for discussion that arose as a result of
interaction among participants (Mertens, 2010). Focus groups can be used alone or in
conjunction with other data collection tools (Kleiber, 2004). According to Kleiber (2004),
“Focus groups are most useful when employed with the assumption that knowledge is socially
constructed and where the reality of interest is the result of social interaction” (p. 89). Krueger
(2002) suggested the following characteristics to be considered in group interviews:
participants, environment, moderator, and analysis/reporting. The optimum group size of six to
eight should be interviewed on more than one occasion. Krueger also noted the importance of a
welcoming, supportive, permissive environment through the use of pre-determined questions
and audio rather than video recording. This structure facilitates additional self-reflection in
contrast to the exclusive use of individual interviews because participant discussions prompted
further awareness of study habits as well as metacognitive awareness as participants considered
their own thinking process (see Flavell, 1979) in comparison to other group members.
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Additionally, participants were free to discuss common challenges they had experienced in
PSY 101.
Study participants were invited to three focus groups. The first was scheduled for week
six of the fall semester, the second for week11, and the third was conducted during week 15.
The goal was to avoid overlapping with individual interviews which were dispersed throughout
the semester. The focus groups were held in the LTC classroom during the scheduled class
session. Three groups were established for each focus group: the first and second groups
consisted of six participants in each, per the size guideline offered by Krueger (2002). The third
group, comprised of students who were still enrolled in LTC but had chosen not to participate
in the study, came in to conference with me. As stated previously, no data were collected for
these students. Each of the group interviews with participants lasted 25-30 minutes. As per
Krueger’s (2002) recommendation, these were audiotaped.
Focus Group One. The first focus group began with my expressions of gratitude for
their willingness to participate in the study along with reiterating how valuable their insights
will be in both curriculum planning for LTC 102 during the current semester and in the future
curriculum development of paired courses. Initial questions focused on why they enrolled in
LTC 102 and then preceded to queries about specific strategies—prompting them to share both
cognitive and metacognitive processes. The protocol can be found in Appendix H.
Focus Group Two. The second focus group, which took place during week 11, was
conducted with the same structure in terms of grouping, location, and recording. A total of
eight participants showed up for the second focus group—six in the first group and two in the
second. The protocol varied slightly from the first focus group to reflect progress in PSY 101.
Protocols for the second and third focus groups can be found in the Appendices I and J.
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Focus Group Three. The third focus group took place during week 15, on the last day of
class before finals week. A total of nine students participated. Open-ended questions addressed
their thoughts on most effective strategies for and biggest challenges of PSY 101,
transferability of strategies, their recommendations for future LTC classes, and their
perceptions of personal growth. Chapter 4 will discuss these data.

Interviews

The interview is an important part of a qualitative case study, as the purpose is to
establish participant perception about a phenomenon in a real-life setting (Patton, 1990; Yin,
2009)—in this case, transfer. According to Seidman (2006), interviewing “is a powerful way to
gain insight into educational and other important social issues through understanding the
experiences of the individuals whose lives reflect those issues” (p. 14). Interviews were
conducted throughout the semester (see Table 2 for Timeline). Each semi-structured interview
took between 25 to 30 minutes and was recorded using a digital audio recorder. Interviews took
place in either the department conference room or in the researcher’s office, depending on
availability.
Research supports the use of semi-structured, exploratory interviews using open-ended
questions (Hynd et al., 2004). Patton (1990) noted six general question types on which to
structure the interview: 1) background/demographics; 2) knowledge about phenomenon; 3)
personal experiences; 4) opinions or values; 5) feelings about experiences; and 6) sensory
issues. However, he also stressed the importance of maintaining flexibility in an interview to
explore relevant topics as they arise. The interview protocols can be found in the Appendices L
through P.
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Interview questions were amended as indicated by individual student challenges in PSY
101 and participant reflections on assignments in LTC 102. For example, prior to Brooke’s first
interview, I observed some apparent misperceptions about note-taking strategies she was
required to apply in an LTC 102 assignment, which she had expressed in a reflection essay
related to that strategy application. Subsequently, during the interview that was scheduled
shortly thereafter, I asked her to talk about her process of application—specifically, the
differences she perceived between T-notes and Cornell notes—and was then able to offer
additional clarification. She had also expressed in her LTC reflection that she had difficulty
remembering and understanding what she read in the PSY 101 text, and so during the
interview, I prompted her to consider to what degree vocabulary played a part in her difficulty.
Throughout the study, I was able to use data from LTC assignments to inform the LTC
curriculum and interview protocols as necessary to address academic concerns.
The goal was to interview each participant at least twice individually. However, as
shown in Table 4, only six participants showed up for a first individual interview and of those,
only three came in for a second. In an attempt to generate more interview participation, two
open interviews were scheduled during weeks 12 and 14. Unfortunately, no students accepted
the invitation. Thus, in order to provide participants an opportunity to personally reflect—
something individual interviews provide but focus groups do not—I developed a written
reflection that included some of the interview questions I wanted to ask. This “Final LTC 102
Reflection” is discussed later in this chapter.
Table 5 summarizes the participation levels per data source for each study participant.
As can be seen, participation in interviews was low, but most of the participants were available
to complete their written reflection. Written reflections were especially important for
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participants who were not interviewed. Interviews were optional; unfortunately, many
participants elected to not to be interviewed.
Table 5
Levels of Participation According to Data Source
Participant
Pseudonym

Scheduled
Interview
Attendance
No

Open
Interviews

Antoine

Focus
Group
Attendance
1st

No

Final
LTC 102
Reflections
Participated

Brooke

1st, 2nd, 3rd

1st, 2nd

No

Participated

Daniel

1st

No

No

Participated

Diane

1st, 3rd

1st , 2nd

No

Participated

James

1st , 2nd , 3rd

No

No

Participated

Joseph

1st, 2nd, 3rd

1st, 2nd

No

Participated

Karl

1st

No

No

No

Mandee

1st, 2nd

1st

No

Participated

Paul

1st, 2nd, 3rd

No

No

Participated

Robert

1st, 2nd, 3rd

1st

No

No

Sarah

1st, 2nd, 3rd

1st

No

Participated

Tony

2nd, 3rd

1st

No

Participated

Course Documents

Documents collected for analysis are especially valuable. According to Mertens (2010),
“The researcher cannot be in all places at all times; therefore, documents and records give the
researcher access to information that would otherwise be unavailable” (p. 373). Creswell
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(2008) highlighted the value that documents hold in the understanding of the phenomenon, as
well as the use of these as a source of textual data. Documents were gathered for the dual
purposes of curriculum development and on-going exploration and analysis of student
performance and reflection and consisted of the following: student works samples (strategy
application and reflection essay), mastery assessments, self-designed strategies, and final
course reflections. In addition, in order to inform the early stages of curriculum development
prior to the start of the semester, I requested the course syllabus, course text, and the quizquestion bank from the Coordinator of Introductory Psychology.
Documents served an important role in the LTC classroom learning environment in a
number of ways. For example, the PSY 101 course syllabus was examined in LTC as part of
the course analysis assignment which requires students to analyze course expectations,
instructor’s philosophy, text factors such as length, use of pictures, resources, etc. (Armstrong
& Reynolds, 2011; Simpson, 1996). The PSY 101 text provided the forum for authentic
application of strategies, which allowed for immediate transfer of strategies (see Chapter 2 for a
thorough discussion on transfer). Additionally, documents were used for immediate
triangulation of participants’ reflections on strategy application.
Participant Work Samples. Throughout the semester, LTC 102 course documents were
collected in the form of participant work samples which included strategy applications and
reflection essays. These prompted in-class discussions, guided interviews, signaled when reteaching of a strategy was necessary, and were used to triangulate data. Work samples
demonstrated participants’ understanding of reading and study strategies covered in LTC 102
through the application of each strategy to their PSY 101 text and were gathered throughout the
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semester in order to provide ongoing examples of participants’ ability to apply strategies as
assigned; these compiled the bulk of the documents used for analysis.
Participant work samples were also used to inform individual interviews. For example,
in one of Brooke’s reflections submitted with her application of a note-taking strategy, she had
omitted a response to the question about how she monitored her comprehension while reading
her assigned psychology chapter. During her interview that was scheduled later that week, I
was able to reinforce the importance of being metacognitive while reading college textbooks
(see Chapter 2 for a full discussion on metacognition). Likewise, when two participants had
difficulty on an assessment in LTC 102 that asked about different types of reinforcement, we
scheduled an interview/study session to revisit these concepts from psychology. Incidentally,
Joseph, one of the participants who attended the interview/study session, reported that the
additional explanation of and discussion about confusing PSY 101 concepts that took place in
LTC 102 was one of the most useful “strategies” he utilized during the semester.
Mastery Assessments. As described in the Course Context section, LTC 102 course
requirements also included mastery assessments. Each mastery assessment consisted of two
parts, a content portion and a reflection essay. Six questions, two from each PSY 101 chapter,
were drawn from the quiz question bank provided by the Coordinator of Introduction to
Psychology and constituted the content portion of the assessment. Participants responded to one
short-answer question from each chapter. The reflection essay prompts were similar to those
that accompanied each strategy application assignment where participants were required to
reflect on their reading and studying for PSY 101 through the lens of various course concepts.
For example, students might have been asked to define epistemology and then reflect how this
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construct impacted their preparation for the mastery assessment. A representative mastery
assessment is included in Appendix D.
Final Course Reflections. In order to provide an additional opportunity for students to
reflect personally (i.e., outside of the focus group format) on their PSY 101 learning
experiences and to triangulate individual and group interview data, participants were asked to
complete an LTC 102 written reflection during week 15. Also noted earlier, invitations to open
interviews during weeks 12 and 14 did not result in any participation. On this reflection, study
participants were asked to respond/reflect to the following questions:
1. What have been your biggest challenges when reading and studying in PSY 101?
2. On a scale of one to five, with five being the most difficult, how would you rate the
level of difficulty of the PSY 101 text?
3. In what ways has LTC 102 impacted your reading and studying in PSY 101?
4. In what ways has your reading and studying in PSY 101 differed from your studying
in other courses?
5. Which strategies will you continue to use next semester and why?
6. How has your test preparation for PSY 101 quizzes and exams changed over the
course of the semester?
7. What types of knowledge seem to be valued in psychology? In other words, what
would you say psychology as a field of study is actually about?
Questions 1 and 2 address the first and second research question: In what ways do
students describe their reading and studying in PSY 101? and What academic challenges do
students identify when reading and studying in PSY 101? Questions 3 through 6 address
research question 3: What are students perceptions regarding transfer of the reading and study
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strategies from LTC 102 to PSY 101? The final question on the reflection examines
participants’ understanding of disciplinary literacy, addressed in the fourth research question.
Taken as a whole, the reflection provided an additional source for triangulation of data
collected during the focus groups and individual interviews, and added another level of
involvement for those who had limited participation
Self-Designed Strategy. The final assignment of LTC 102 was a self-designed strategy
(see Kellner & Paulson, 2006). As a summative assessment, students reviewed their strategy
device applications and reflections that were completed throughout the semester and then
developed their own strategy device for reading and/or studying in their introductory
psychology course using aspects of strategies practiced in LTC 102. Students included
information about the strategy that reflected declarative, procedural, conditional, and
metacognitive knowledge (i.e., a description of the strategy including steps for application,
conditions of usage, and why the strategy is appropriate for that learning situation). This
assignment provided evidence that transfer is being considered by participants.
For example, Tony created a test-preparation strategy he called “T.T.T.T.” His strategy,
which he designated for use in science, included steps for previewing, writing down headings,
creating questions, and rereading a text. He was considering transfer of his strategy, which
included aspects of reading and study strategies covered in LTC 102, to a class he planned to
take in the future. Sarah, another participant, created a strategy she titled “S.R.N.Q. R. & R.,”
which included steps for skimming, reading, notes, quiz, and retain & review. She stated in her
final paper that this strategy reflected aspects of other reading and study strategies learned
about in LTC 102 that she assimilated with her own approach to studying in PSY 101. Sarah
shared that she believed her application of this strategy to the PSY 101 would lead to a high
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score in that course, which it did. She earned a B in PSY 101 and an A in LTC 102. Additional
grade data for all participants will be discussed in Chapter 4.
Researcher’s Journal
I maintained a researcher’s journal throughout the study, recording entries consistent
with Lichtman’s (2013) recommendation of early and often. I kept on-going records of specific
teaching practices, participant feedback, reading and studying challenges that participants
encountered in PSY 101, and potential preliminary findings. Hendricks (2013) posited that
keeping a journal during research, “Is a good way to record observations, ideas, challenges,
successes, and failures and it provides a way to keep track of the reflective and reflexive
inquiry processes” (p. 36). Because reflection is such an essential aspect of action research, I
journaled no less than twice a week: usually after an LTC class period, following an individual
or group interview, or PSY 101 observation.
One of the first significant reflections I recorded early in the semester focused on the
sparse submissions of the course analysis, which was the first LTC 102 assignment. This
presented a clear opportunity to engage in the cyclical, reflective processes of action research as
outlined by Hendricks (2013)—to reflect and plan, take action, evaluate and reflect then plan,
take action, and so on; I altered our LTC 102 assignment of students creating individual study
guides as indicated. The following journal entry described this reflection:
Students need more scaffolding. Only six out of 16 students completed the course
analysis. An extension was given for the active reading assignment because only four
have completed it by the original due date. At least five students still do not have a PSY
101 text. They need to know what to do in the event that the bookstore is out of texts!
Because so many are off to a slow start, the next assignment will be pushed back. We
will regroup this Wednesday and work on the study guide which I will outline. My
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concern is to help them prepare (for the upcoming) PSY exam, so we will worry about
the “how-tos” of study guide creation later. (September 4, 2013 entry)
The sparse number of submissions of the first assignment led me to create a template for the
first study guide rather than provide scaffolding and instruction for the students to create one
from scratch. I wanted to make sure they all had a study guide to use for their upcoming PSY
exam and was concerned the submission rate might be similar to the first assignment.

Summary of Data Collection Sources
The data sources used in this study provided multiple ways to examine participants’
perceptions about reading and studying in PSY 101. Data from observations, focus groups,
interviews, course documents, and outcome measures cycled back into instruction when
applicable (Hendricks, 2013) and yielded many opportunities to triangulate participant
descriptions of their learning processes. The next section will discuss how data collected from
each source was analyzed.

Data Analysis

This section will outline the data analysis procedures utilized in this study by data
source. The following data sources were used to examine the learning processes of participants
co-enrolled in an introductory psychology course (PSY 101) and a reading and study strategies
course (LTC 102): observations, focus groups, interviews, documents, and outcome measures.
Analysis of data will be organized according to the data sources for purposes of organization
and is not intended to imply chronology. There is no exact time when data collection ends and
analysis begins (Lichtman, 2013; Stake, 1995); these are both on-going processes that
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essentially begin with the very first reflection. The cyclical process of action research kept me
in on-going analysis in order to reflect on the study as each stage unfolded and to adapt
procedures as needed. Beginning analysis on several data sources was conducted throughout
the study as the data were collected, often overlapping in terms of sources and time. However,
for organizational purposes, each source will be discussed as distinct.

Observations Analysis
In order to examine participants’ perspectives of study strategy usage and academic
challenges in introductory psychology, it was important to revisit the context of PSY 101
multiple times throughout the semester. Being familiar with the nuances of the PSY 101
learning environment was accomplished in part, through a series of five full-class observations
conducted throughout the Fall 2013 semester. As stated earlier, these observations took place
during weeks two, four, five, nine, and 13.
An observation protocol developed by Armstrong et al. (2015) was adapted for use in
this study. The checklist contains 12 items related to the instructor including the role of the text
during lectures and various items focused on instructional practices. Additionally, four items
are related to student participation. See Appendix G for a complete list of items on the
checklist. Following each observation, the number of tallies noted in each observation foci was
transferred to a master sheet on which a total number of tally marks was documented and added
to as the semester progressed. Additionally, reflective comments noted during each observation
were summarized and transferred to an on-going word document, which Lichtman (2013)
suggested as a first stage of analysis. These data will be discussed at length in the next chapter.
Some of the findings were immediately used to inform instruction in LTC 102. For example,
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early in the semester, after conducting the first two observations (during weeks 2 and 4), I made
note of the pace of the PSY 101 lectures and the use of PowerPoints. These observations led to
a discussion in LTC 102 about taking notes during a lecture that moved quickly. I shared with
the participants that sometimes it is necessary to make note of key words and then leave space
in their notes to be filled in later either through review with another student, use of the text, or
scheduling a time with the PSY 101 instructor. The open discussion encouraged participants to
share strategies they had used. I also used the observation findings during the individual and
group interviews as part of the on-going inquiry about the academic challenges participants
faced.

Coding the Observation Protocol and Data

Observation data collection began during week two, four weeks prior to the first focus
group. Thus, analysis began with observation data. The first several items on the observation
protocol were related to the text: Items 1) Instructor’s copy of the course text within view; 2)
Course text is referenced; 3) Text structure is mentioned or explained; and 5) A course reading
is referenced. . As I tallied the occurrences of each protocol item, these data were then coded
“TI” and organized around the theme of “text issues.” There was very little discussion of the
text or text structure; class lectures were entirely based on the PowerPoint.
A second theme of “instructional practices” (“IP”) emerged from coding and analyzing
the data from items 8) Instructor checks for understanding; 10) Instructor uses PowerPoint; 11)
Instructor lectures directly from PowerPoint; 12) Instructor reads PowerPoint verbatim; and 13)
Instructor uses other media. A third group of protocol items, 6) A strategy is mentioned; 9)
Instructor announces upcoming quiz or exam; and 14) Instructor alerts students to important
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information, were all coded “IG” as they reflected instances of “instructor guidance.” Again, as
in the description of text features above, instructional practices overall were consistent across
observations; PowerPoints were used regularly as the basis for lecture material. Other
consistent patterns include checking for understanding and announcing upcoming assessments.
Student features included five items; four reflected apparent engagement and one, item
17, Students observed texting, napping, or otherwise engaged, possibly reflected a lack of
engagement. These were coded “SE” for “student engaged” and “SUE” for student unengaged,
respectively. General frequency patterns included minimal lack of engagement—almost all
students were observed taking notes throughout the observation period, and students were
observed asking questions in all of the observations, though most of these were for clarification
of a particular point made by the instructor or to request for information be repeated.

Focus Groups Analysis

As previously stated, three focus groups were conducted during the Fall 2013 semester
as recommended by Kleiber (2004). The first was held during week six, the second during
week 11, and the third during week 15. Within the week of focus groups, audiotapes were
transcribed and read to generate initial codes. In addition to the initial codes included in Table
5, coding was applied inductively to allow for themes to emerge from specific data (Creswell,
2008; Patton, 1990). Like most qualitative analysis, this was an ongoing, iterative process
which ended with saturation of data. I transcribed audio-recordings verbatim (Mertens, 2010);
these transcriptions were reviewed several times for familiarity before initial coding began.
A process of ongoing data analysis was consistent with the action research approach of
collecting and analyzing data to inform practice, taking action, and reflecting on actions (Caro-
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Bruce 2002). Hence, researcher reflections during each aspect of a study that explored
participant perspectives were essential (Biklen, 1992); these reflections informed instruction in
LTC 102 with the goal of addressing participant concerns about PSY 101 that were expressed
in LTC 102 course assignments and in individual and group interviews. For example, I noted
early on that because of the variety of PSY 101 sections participants were enrolled in, PSY 101
exam and quiz dates varied greatly, I needed to restructure assignment due dates accordingly.
Likewise, when participant-directed study guides were developed in class as a test-preparation
strategy for PSY 101, flexibility was necessary because participants were not reading the same
chapters simultaneously. I made note of these occurrences in my journal in order to make sure
these were taken into consideration if another paired-course structure is implemented.

Coding Focus Groups, Interviews, and Course Documents

My process for data analysis shadowed the six steps as outlined by Lichtman (2013),
who identified, “The goal of analyzing the text and words collected is to arrive at common
themes” (p. 248). These steps are as follows: (1) initial coding; (2) revisit initial coding; (3)
develop an initial list of categories; (4) modify list from step 3 with continued reading; (5)
revisit categories; and (6) conceptualize themes from categories. Though qualitative analysis is
generally thought to be inductive and iterative, it seemed logical that the data would reflect
some initial categories as indicated by the research questions and my review of the literature.
Because the purpose of this study was to examine participant perceptions about learning
in PSY 101, some of the focus group and interview questions solicited statements that reflected
their perceptions about learning through the use of reading and study strategies. Thus my initial
coding was guided, in part, by some a priori categories, but through semi-open coding, I
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endeavored to allow additional themes to emerge both within and outside of these categories.
Codes were later revised to better reflect emergent themes. Each transcript from the focus
groups and interviews was coded individually but results were ultimately collapsed in Chapter
5. For the purposes of this study, the term themes rather than concepts was used to refer to
insights emerging from the process of collapsing the categories.
The a priori codes that surfaced from my research questions and literature review,
summarized here and in Table 6 are as follows. From Research Question 1 (how students
describe reading and studying in PSY 101), I used the codes “SS” for reading and study
strategies, “SSP” for “reading and study strategies in PSY 101. From Research Question 2
(academic challenges in PSY 101), I used the codes “C/P” for challenge in PSY 101, “T. Chal.”
when reference was made to a challenge with a PSY 101 instructor or instructional methods,
and “Text” when a participant referred to the PSY 101 text. From Research Question 3
(participant perceptions of transfer), I used “Transfer” for any statement made about transfer of
reading and study strategies, from LTC 102 to PSY 101 or to any other course. Finally, when
participants made reference to scores in either of the paired courses, I used the code “Grade.”
Additional codes for participant statements that were not in direct reference to a research
question are included in the table as well. These codes were used in the transcriptions of both
the individual interviews and focus groups. Document analysis codes, also included in the
table, varied slightly; many of these codes were dictated by the structure of the
summary/reflection essays participants wrote following their application of each strategy.
Documents gathered for the purpose of class planning were not coded.
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Table 6
Initial Codes for Focus Group, Interview, and Document Data
Codes for
Transcripts
AR
Ben/LTC
C/P
Grade
H.S.
No/HW
Note T.
P/Exam
SS
SSP
T.Chal.
T. Dir.

Text
Test Prep
Transfer
or T
BF
CM
SC
WC

Translation
Active reading
Benefit of enrolling in LTC 102 or coenrolling in paired courses
Challenge in PSY 101
Reference to grades or scores in PSY 101
Reference to high school experiences or
study habits
No homework specifically assigned in PSY 101
Note-taking
Reference made to PSY 101 exam
Study strategies
Study strategies in PSY 101
Challenge with PSY 101 instructor
Any support I provided to participants regarding
LTC classroom practices, background knowledge,
or instruction
Challenge/issue with the PSY 101 text
Test preparation strategy
Transfer of strategies from LTC 102 to
PSY 101 or any other class
Best fit for strategy
Comprehension monitoring
Strategy comparison
Why chosen

Interviews Analysis

Interviews were conducted throughout the semester (see Table 2 for schedule) and
transcribed within a week of each interview. In the first step of data analysis, I transcribed the
audio-recordings of the interviews verbatim (Mertens, 2010), reading them multiple times in
order to increase familiarity with the data and to facilitate the coding process. As with the focus
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group data, coding was primarily inductive to allow for emerging themes (Creswell, 2008;
Patton, 1990) but transcripts were read initially with a loose lens of predetermined codes.
For example, every interview included questions about participant perspectives of the
biggest challenges while reading and studying in PSY 101 and what strategies they had used.
Thus, early coding of these transcripts was influenced by the specific questions participants
were asked, leading to the initial codes of SSP (study strategies in psychology) and C/P
(challenges in psychology). The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed for
participants to discuss their personal experiences beyond the scope of any specific question.
These anecdotes were coded openly to allow for themes that eventually emerged. For instance,
one code that naturally emerged during the interviews with Tony and Joseph was No/HW (no
homework). When I asked each of them about the challenges they experienced in PSY 101,
both had mentioned that no homework was assigned. Though with prompting I clarified that
they meant no specific due dates were assigned, I found this perception surprising (this theme
will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5). The coding process for interview data is described in
the Focus Groups Analysis section. Coding was completed once data were saturated.

Course Documents Analysis

Analysis was not conducted on any of the documents gathered for the purposes of
planning (i.e., the PSY 101 course syllabus and quiz bank). Participant work samples
comprised the rest of the documents—these included strategy application and reflections,
mastery assessment reflections, and final course reflections. Analysis included multiple
readings of the essay portion of each mastery assessment, with open coding leading to
emergent themes. As discussed previously, there were five mastery assessments, administered
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during weeks 4, 5, 7, 10, and 14. As much as possible, mastery assessments coincided with
PSY 101 quiz and exam schedules to allow for optimum benefit from the review of the
corresponding chapters.
As stated earlier, each of the five mastery assessment reflections consisted of two parts:
The first part focused on PSY 101 content and the second, LTC 102 course concepts (see the
Course Concepts section of this chapter for a full discussion of these concepts). Each mastery
assessment was graded within a week following its administration. Because the concept portion
consisted of two PSY 101 questions pulled verbatim from the quiz bank provided by the
Coordinator of Introductory Psychology, preparation for these assessments also meant
additional review for their PSY 101 quizzes and exams. Answers to the quiz questions where
shared during an LTC 102 discussion that ensued after mastery assessments were returned as a
means of reinforcing these PSY 101 topics. LTC 102 course concepts were also reviewed and
reinforced at that time based on performance and need. A representative mastery assessment
can be found in Appendix D. Final course reflections were analyzed within the week of
administration. Because the questionnaire provided a consistent measure of reflection points
across participants, answers were summarized in a table format for easy comparison. As was
explored during interviews, participants noted a number of challenges associated with reading
and studying in PSY 101. Unique to this data source, participants were asked to rate the
difficulty of the PSY 101 text. These data were analyzed through measures of central tendency.
These results will be discussed in Chapter 4. The coding process for course documents data is
described in the Focus Groups Analysis section.
The self-designed strategies, which consisted of constructing a strategy using aspects of
strategies that were learned and practiced in LTC 102, were used as evidence to suggest that
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transfer of strategies was at least being considered. The assignment called for participants to
incorporate aspects of other strategies, thus demonstrating “flexible use of processes embedded
within” strategies (Simpson et al., 2004, p. 16)—a recommendation from experts in the field of
college reading and study strategy instruction. These assignments were analyzed exclusively
for the inclusion of information about the strategy that included declarative, procedural,
conditional knowledge (i.e., description of the strategy that included what it was, how to apply
it, when to use, and why it fits a particular learning situation) and identification of strategy
processes that were included. As stated earlier, actually examining transfer of the self-designed
or any other strategy was outside the parameters of this study.

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness of data analysis was addressed in several ways. First, data were
triangulated through the use of multiple data sources. According to Hendricks (2013),
triangulation can be defined as, “A method in which multiple forms of data are collected and
compared to enhance the validity and credibility of a research study” (p. 89) Through various
data sources, I was able to get a rich picture of participants’ perceptions as well as their
progress in the paired courses. For instance, participants’ statements about challenges they
experienced during PSY 101 lectures were triangulated by observations I conducted in the PSY
101 classrooms, which were later verified in either a subsequent interview or focus group as
needed. Likewise, work sample documents were used to triangulate written reflections about
specific strategies and followed up in subsequent interviews or focus groups.
Trustworthiness of my interpretations of data were established through immediate
participant feedback about those interpretations during focus groups and interviews.
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Additionally, I worked closely with my advisor for peer debriefing. Once I completed coding of
transcripts, we examined the coded documents together to make sure my coding and
interpretations of emergent themes were both appropriate and data-driven.
According to Herr and Anderson (2015), trustworthiness of an action research project
can also be established in light of the goals of action research. Described previously, the first
goal is to generate new knowledge—which is used to establish process validity. This type of
validity was reflected in maintaining consistency in the process or cycle of action research,
generally summarized as the recursive steps of reflecting, acting, and evaluating (Hendricks,
2013; Herr & Anderson, 2015; Mills, 2003). Thus, the curriculum was continuously informed
by participants’ instructional needs as reflected in statements, work samples, and performance
in both PSY 101 and LTC 102.
Outcome validity, described as, “The extent to which actions occur, which leads to a
resolution of the problem that led to the study” (Herr & Anderson, 2015, p. 67), was established
through action-oriented outcomes. The outcomes of focus group and interview data collection
cycled back into the curriculum with the goal of helping students to be successful in
introductory psychology. Catalytic validity is tied to the extent to which both researcher and
participant mindset were transformed. Any preconceived thoughts I held about why students
experienced difficulties in PSY 101 were replaced with insights gleaned throughout the study.
(These will be discussed at length in chapter 5.) My mindset was transformed into one that
reflected students’ actual experiences in introductory psychology and an awareness of how
challenges can be effectively addressed with a paired reading and study strategy course.
Students shared their reorientations as well. Many remarked that they did not how to
study prior to their enrollment in the paired courses, or what being successful at the college
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level would require. All expressed, in one venue or another, that they benefitted from the
experience and as a result, would alter their future approaches. The nature of qualitative
research is to explore participants’ interpretations (Patton, 1990) in a real-life context (Gillham,
2000). Giving participants a voice in the research process, and ultimately in future course
pairings, also addressed democratic validity (Herr & Anderson, 2015).

Summary of Chapter 3
This chapter described methodological processes employed to examine students’
perceptions of reading and studying in an introductory psychology course throughout
participation in a paired course approach. The theoretical lens for the study was one of
constructivism; as such, a qualitative paradigm was best suited to capture the individually
constructed perspectives and understandings of participants. Because this study focused on
launching a new instructional approach where I was both researcher and instructor, an action
research approach was indicated. Multiple data sources were outlined herein; these provided
both depth and breadth of data for analysis and included focus groups, interviews, observations,
and course-related documents. Data analysis procedures for each data source were discussed,
including initial, preliminary codes that emerged from the research questions and literature
review. Lastly, methods for establishing trustworthiness were discussed. Results of the ongoing data analysis, as well as outcome data of participant grades in both courses in the paired
model, will be provided in the next chapter.

CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

As described earlier, the purpose of this qualitative action research study was to
examine students’ perceptions about reading and studying in PSY 101, an introductory
psychology course, while co-enrolled in LTC 102, College Reading and Study Strategies. As in
Chapter 3, this chapter will be organized according to data source. The data sources that were
used during this study were observations, focus groups, interviews, documents, and outcome
measures.

Data Results from Observations
In order to contextualize students’ descriptions of study strategy usage and academic
challenges in introductory psychology, it was important to thoroughly understand the setting.
Becoming familiar with the nuances of the PSY 101 learning environment was accomplished,
in part, through a series of five observations conducted throughout the Fall 2013 semester;
these data informed—and to some degree directed—instruction in LTC 102. Observation data
were also used to guide interview questions, class discussions, and later, for triangulation
purposes.
As outlined in Chapter 3, five different PSY 101 sections were observed using the
protocol found in Appendix G. Classes ranged in size from nine to 60 students. Observations
varied according to instructors, time, and day whenever feasible. For organizational purposes,
instructors will be referred to as “Instructor A,” Instructor B,” and so on, through “Instructor
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E.” The letters will correspond to the number of observation, one through five. Table 7
provides class descriptions.
Table 7
PSY 101 Class Observations
Observation
Number
1
2
3
4
5

Days Class Was
Held
M/W/F
M/W/F
T/TH
T/TH
M/W

Time of
Section
11:00-11:50
2:00-2:50
2:00-3:15
2:00-3:15
2:00-3:15

Number of
Students
60
9
28
40
28

To reiterate, the observation protocol included 19 items and represented two broad
categories of focus: instructor features and student features. Instructional features included all
directly observable aspects of instruction including textbook usage during lectures, inclusion of
disciplinary literacy, instructor guidance, use of media, and lecture style. Student features
included all directly observable aspects of student behavior related to learning the lecture
material. Table 8 presents protocol items and the number of sections in which the feature was
observed. Discussion of key results, organized categorically as instructional or student features,
will follow.
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Table 8
Summary of Observation Data Results
Instructional Features
1. Instructor’s copy of the course
text within view
2. Course text is referenced
3. Text structure mentioned or
explained
4. Disciplinary literacy practices
of psychology explained
5. A course reading is referenced
6. A strategy is mentioned
7. Class discussion is text-based
8. Instructor checks for
understanding
9. Instructor announces upcoming
quiz or exam
10. Instructor uses PowerPoint
11. Instructor lectures directly
from PowerPoint
12. Instructor reads PowerPoint
verbatim
13. Instructor uses other media
14. Instructor alerts students to
important information
Student Features
15. Course text is referenced by a
student
16. Students participate in
discussion
17. Students observed texting or
napping
18. Students ask questions
19. Students observed taking notes

Number of Sections
Feature was Observed
2

Number of Sections
Feature Was Not
Observed
3

4
1

1
4

1

4

5
4
5
5

0
1
0
0

4

1

5
4

0
1

1

4

2
4

3
1

3

2

4

1

5

0

5
5

0
0
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Instructional Features

In this section, results from the observation checklist related to the instructor will be
organized around three broad areas that emerged during data analysis as described in Chapter 3:
instructor’s use of textbook in class, instructional practices, and instructor guidance. These
instructor observations were relevant to a study on student perceptions because they provide
another source of data with which to validate participants’ claims and, when correlated with
other data, offer a more complete picture of the PSY 101 learning environment.

Use of Textbook in Class
Several items on the checklist were focused on the text: 1) Instructor’s copy of the
course text within view; 2) Course text is referenced; 3) Text structure is mentioned or
explained; 5) A course reading is referenced; and 7) Class discussion is text-based. The role of
the text in psychology courses is important to note because many students have difficulty with
college-level reading (ACT, 2013; Arendale, 2010; NCES, 2003; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Rado
et al., 2011; Weinstein, 2006; Wirt et al. 2003; Zeidenberg, 2008). Nonetheless, disciplinespecific texts, such as the one required in PSY 101, demand that students read critically (Jetton
& Lee, 2012; Steuer, 1996) and independently (Nist & Simpson, 2000; Roberts et al., 1990;
Wambach, 1998). All five of the observed instructors made reference to a course reading (item
#5). Some of these references included “This is directly from the book” and “On page 39 of
your book…” One instructor recommended review questions that were included at the end of
the chapter. Directing students to study the text was important because PSY 101 exams were
entirely based on material presented in the text.
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Instructional Practices

Non-textbook instructional practices included the following items from the protocol: 8)
Instructor checks for understanding; 10) Instructor uses PowerPoint; 11) Instructor lectures
directly from PowerPoint; and 13) Instructor uses other media. Every instructor except for one
inquired at least three times about student understanding during class (item #8), using such
phrases as, “Does that make sense to everybody?” and “Does everybody have this so far?”
Instructor B asked the class at least 10 times whether they understood the material. As for use
of media, all of the instructors used PowerPoint for lecturing, one read the slides verbatim, and
two of the instructors used additional media such as video clips. Use of PowerPoint is a
common tool for lecture courses (McKeachie, 2011; NCEE, 2013), so observing extensive use
of this educational tool was expected.

Instructor Guidance

Under instructor guidance, I included non-textbook related items 4) Disciplinary
literacy practices of psychology explained; 6) A strategy is mentioned; 9) Instructor announces
an upcoming quiz or exam; and 14) Instructor alerts students to important information. I
observed every instructor except for one provide the verbal prompt that something was
important to remember. Some of the directional statements I heard during my observations
included: a reminder that some of the exam questions would come directly from the book, a
hint that specific information would be on the quiz, an overview of the upcoming lecture, a
recap of the previous lecture, a reminder that there isn’t time while taking lecture notes to put
the information in students’ own words, and a reminder that everything in the book was not
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covered in class. Though the instructors did offer suggestions about quiz and test preparation,
these were general statements about rereading the text and not about specific strategies.
As for disciplinary literacy practices related to psychology (item #4), Instructor C was
the only one to address any disciplinary literacy practices of psychology—this was in a short
explanation of the psycho-social-bio perspective and related theory development, but this was
brief and students did not ask any questions. No other discussion regarding disciplinary literacy
practices were observed.

Student Features

The student features listed on the observation checklist included 15) Course text is
referenced by a student; 16) Students participate in discussion; 17) Students observed texting,
napping, or unengaged; 18) Students ask questions; and 19) Students observed taking notes.
The course text was referenced by a student in three of the five observations while asking a
question about a specific chapter. In four of the five observations, students participated in the
discussion, but each of these was in response to a direct question posed by the instructor. None
of the questions students asked led to a class discussion, and several requests were made for the
instructor to slow down or to repeat information.

Summary of Observation Results and Subsequent Modifications

Observation data analysis yielded a number of key findings. 1) There was minimal
focus on the text in PSY 101; 2) Instructors primarily relied on the use of PowerPoints for
lectures; 3) Instructor recommendations for quiz and exam preparation were limited to surfacelevel strategies; and 4) Students made multiple requests for slowing lecture pace. These themes,
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most of which resurfaced during focus groups and individual interviews, contributed to the
challenges participants experienced in introductory psychology.
As is characteristic of action research, instruction can be responsive to academic needs
as part of the plan, implement, observe and reflect cycle. Thus, additional focus on the PSY 101
text was incorporated into LTC 102, and strategy instruction highlighted the need for deeper
processing of text material—particularly during test preparation. Lecture pace concerns
prompted additional review of material as well as suggestions for efficient note-taking during
lectures. Similar modifications were prompted by focus group data results; these will be
presented in the next section.

Data Results from Focus Groups

As outlined in Chapter 3, three focus groups were conducted throughout the course of
the semester during weeks 6, 11, and 15. Data analysis led to the emergence of three overriding
themes: issues and challenges related to reading and studying in PSY 101, reading and study
strategy application, and topics related to LTC 102. Each of these themes was further broken
down according to key questions. The natural progression of the semester did not warrant all
questions to be re-examined during each focus group. Due to the semi-structured nature of the
focus groups, questions did not always occur in the same order but instead were dictated to
some degree by participant response. It seemed contrived to restructure data results into a
predictable pattern throughout; thus, for a more realistic presentation of data, emergent themes
will be presented in the order they were addressed in each focus group and are broken down as
applicable.
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Focus Group One

The first focus group took place during the regularly scheduled class time. Two separate
groups were scheduled; five participants attended the first group and six attended the second.
The protocol can be found in Appendix H. Results will be organized within the following
themes that emerged through data analysis as described in Chapter 3: topics related to LTC
102, reading and study strategy application, and challenges related to reading and studying in
PSY 101.

Topics Related to LTC 102

Question prompts about LTC 102 were general during this first focus group. Protocol
items centered on why participants enrolled in the paired courses and what they learned thus
far.
Why they enrolled. When asked about their motivation for co-enrolling in PSY 101 and
LTC 102, three participants said that their academic counselors had recommended taking the
paired courses because they would be required to take PSY 101 as part of their program. Two
stated that they needed to develop their study skills and two co-enrolled simply because they
wanted to.
Overall, responses seemed to reflect the need for strategies that could be used in
introductory psychology. One participant described her decision to participate like this: “I felt
like it ‘cause I’ve never studied before.” Another participant stated, “I took it ‘cause it
connected to psychology and I was thinking maybe it would help me.” Another mentioned her
counselor’s recommendation was reinforced following the first PSY 101 exam:
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My counselor wanted me to take it because I felt like if I didn’t take it, I wouldn’t have
very good study habits with the class ‘cause the first exam was hard and I didn’t know
that much would be covered in the few chapters we had to read. So that’s why I took
this class—just to better my stability of my grade in PSY.
Although the initial reason for this participant enrolling in LTC was counselor
recommendation, it seemed he had since established own sense of purpose for being there.
What they have learned so far. Participants were asked how LTC 102 benefited their
learning in PSY 101. Most of their responses were related to study habits and strategies. Sarah
had mentioned she did not have to study during high school, which influenced her decision to
co-enroll in the paired courses. Tony followed up on her response in answer to what he learned
as of week six of the fall semester, “Like in this class? Just pretty much study habits ‘cause like
Sarah, I didn’t study at all in high school.” I asked him if he did well in high school; he shared
that he could do very little and earn Cs but needed to step it up for As and Bs. Likewise,
another participant shared, “I would say studying because if it wasn’t assigned for homework in
this class, I probably wouldn’t do it.”
Several participants shared the value of learning to take notes more efficiently,
“Probably for me, note-taking ‘cause I used to just like jot stuff down and then when I tried to
look back and study it kinda [sic] was all out of place.” Mandee, the one participant who had
decided to drop PSY 101 later in the semester, shared, “I was never horrible at it (note-taking)
but now it’s more precise and clear. And the strategies like the PILLAR and stuff—I really like
that.”
Robert talked generally about the value of learning how to study through his enrollment
in LTC 102: “I learned just the studying techniques because honestly, throughout my four years
of high school, I never studied…I came to college, I mean as silly as it sounds, I didn’t know
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how to study.” Recognizing the need to learn how to study at the college level became a
recurring theme for many participants throughout this study.

Reading and Study Strategy Application

Questions related to reading and study strategy application focused on strategies
participants found most useful, their approach to test preparation, and their use of
metacognition—all of which informed RQ 1. To guide the discussion, one of the questions
asked was What did you learn so far in LTC 102 that contributed to your reading and study
strategy selection and/or usage in PSY 101? On a brief written reflection, I asked participants
to identify one strategy they used in PSY 101 and to rate the usefulness on a scale of one to five
(see Appendix K for Strategy Reflection for Focus Group One). Though not definitive,
perceptions of usefulness may suggest some evidence of participant perceptions about the
transferability of a strategy they had learned about in LTC 102 and applied to their PSY 101
text. Table 9 summarizes the strategies each participant identified and the rating of usefulness
assigned. Though they had reflected on each strategy they had practiced as part of each
assignment (see Appendix B for assignment sheets), I had not previously asked participants to
numerically rate their perceptions of usefulness. The rating provided an additional measure of
their perceptions regarding the strategy usage in PSY 101.
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Table 9
Participant Rating of Strategy Usefulness
Participant
Antoine
Brooke
Daniel
Diane
James
Joseph
Mandee
Paul
Robert
Sarah

Strategy
Outline
Notes
Reading Textbook
Once
Note Cards
(i.e., Concept Cards)
SQ3R & Outline
Notes
SQ3R
PILLAR
PILLAR
S-RUN-R
SQ3R
Study Walks

Rating (1-5)
4
2
4
5
4
3
4
4
3
3

At the time of the first focus group, participants had only been exposed to four
strategies: SQ3R, concept cards, outline notes, and PILLAR (see Chapter 3 for a description of
each strategy). Three participants rated the usefulness of SQ3R an average of 4/5, concept cards
received a single rating of 4, two participants rated outline notes at an average of 4.5/5, and
PILLAR was selected twice and rated an average of 3.5/5. Two of the participants chose to rate
strategies not covered in LTC 102. Brooke rated her approach of reading the textbook chapter
once a 2/5 for usefulness and Sarah rated her “study walks” as a 3 in usefulness. I asked Sarah
during the focus group about her study walks; she explained that these are simply walks that
she takes with a friend who quizzes her on PSY 101 information. The length of the walk is
determined by the speed at which she answers all of the questions correctly.
Test preparation. Participant responses about their test preparation for the first PSY 101
exam seemed to indicate a perception that the lectures would prepare them for the exams—
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despite being told that not everything on the exam would be covered in the lectures. Several
participants shared their dissatisfaction with exam scores. Diane was the first to vocalize not
feeling prepared by what we did in LTC 102.
No offense but the things that we did in here, it was nothing that was on my PSY exam.
Even with my notes that I had taken, everything was always thorough but I felt like
nothing I had in the notes was as thorough as the questions. It just felt like the questions
on the test were a lot more specific and everything you needed to know was like you
needed to read that chapter.
Diane noted that she did not read the chapters as thoroughly as she could have. Another
participant shared this sentiment. He shared that neither what we went over in LTC 102 nor his
lecture notes prepared him for the PSY exam:
I take really precise notes in that class. I’m very good about it and I looked over my
notebook after the test and a lot…of the stuff on there wasn’t in my notebook. I don’t
remember reviewing that stuff in PSYC. So I didn’t know, like there was stuff I’d never
heard of before.
Sarah talked about her use of the colored notecards. She described writing all of the
lecture quiz questions on cards with the answers on the back, then having her roommate quiz
her during her “study walks.” However, after taking the first PSY 101 exam, Sarah questioned
the effectiveness of her test preparation strategy:
And then when I went for the exam, I felt like I knew every single question. I felt really
good and went out of there happy and smiling and I was like, ‘I got than A on this’ but I
got an F. I don’t know if it really works any more.
She scored 29/50.
Participants’ responses suggested a perception that test preparation called for simply
reading or re-reading the text chapters. Paul, who also failed the first exam, said that he “just
looked at the textbook” in addition to completing the Learning Curves (see Chapter 3). Another
participant shared, “I looked at the notes that we took in here and the vocab and stuff.” Brooke
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and Mandee both stated that they read each of the chapters in the psychology text once; James,
who passed the exam with a 60%, said he read each of the three chapters twice.
Some of the participants admitted to not reading the chapters at all. Daniel didn’t read
the text because he had not purchased his book prior to the first exam. He scored 36%.
Likewise, Joseph, who scored 40%, shared that he didn’t read because the chapters were too
long. Antoine, on the other hand, did not read the chapters in their entirety but instead focused
on the material that he found confusing on the Learning Curves. He also shared that he made
connections between the two sources—in other words, used intertextuality. Antione scored
78% on the first exam and stated that he did not plan to alter his test preparation for the next
exam.
I asked for an estimate of the portion of the exam participants thought was based
exclusively on the text (as opposed to lecture material); the consensus was 80%. No one
mentioned using the review questions at the end of the chapters as part of their test preparation,
though one participant shared that he “used to do that all throughout high school.”
My final question about test preparation focused on how they would change their study
habits for the next exam. This was designed to prompt them to consider their metacognitive
processes. Several participants shared that they would reread the chapter in combination with
highlighting, annotating, note-taking, or summarizing. It seemed that some of them recognized
that the surface-level approach of “just rereading” the chapters would not be sufficient as the
sole means of studying—a position well-supported in the literature (Armstrong & Newman,
2011; Diseth, Pallesen, Brunborg, & Larsen, 2009; Mulcahy-Ernt & Caverly, 2009; Simpson &
Nist, 2000).
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Influence of metacognition. I asked the participants about their use of metacognition
while reading and studying because of its correlation to academic achievement (Nist &
Holschuh, 2000; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Santa, 2006). After reviewing that metacognition
refers to an awareness of their thought processes and self-regulating their learning (Baker &
Brown, 1984; Flavell, 1979), Brooke responded, “I think sometimes I really apply it to myself
but sometimes I have a difficult time.” Mandee believed her use of different-colored pens
exemplified metacognition:
Like I think you seen [sic] before, the ways I study, like things pop out to me when I
write it in color so … like vocab words I write all in one color and definitions I write in
another color ‘cause that way it pops off the page and I can remember better. I don’t
know why but that’s just what I do. I don’t know if that’s metacognition or what.
Another participant described a combination approach to reading the PSY 101 text by
underlining main topics and definitions in the notes and then highlighting those to make it look
“more formal in my notebook.” Tony shared that he thinks about what type of notes best fit
with the PSY 101 lecture. Sarah, who shared earlier that she never needed to study in high
school, said that reading the PSY 101 text on her IPad helps to keep her from getting bored and
allows her to click on unknown words in order to immediately see the definition. Antoine
shared that learning to be metacognitive while reading and studying was something he
benefitted from by being part of the paired courses:
The whole metacognition thing…like I knew what it was, like thinking about thinking,
but like I never really applied it…I remember like my old PSY classes, I would be
reading the book but have no idea what I just read like five minutes ago. And this way
it’s better to apply metacognition; that’s why I like this class.
The last participant to respond summed up the heart of metacognition: “It’s like when you’re
reading something, or even in class listening, you’re not zoning out. You’re not just hearing
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what they’re saying; you’re listening and paying attention and kinda checking to see if you
understand.”

Challenges Related to Reading and Studying in PSY 101

Participant responses about challenges in PSY 101 informed RQ 2: What academic
challenges do students identify when reading and studying in PSY 101? The biggest challenges
participants discussed in the first focus group were lecture pace and test preparation. When I
asked participants if they summarized their lecture notes as part of their test preparation, the
discussion diverted to lecture pace in PSY 101. One participant shared, “I just don’t like how
fast my teacher moves while we’re doing the slides.” Several others agreed:
“That was mind-boggling; every time it’s like ‘boom, boom, boom.’
“I’m like, ‘Can you go back?’ and she goes back for like one second.”
Two participants suggested ways of coping with the fast pace: leave space in lecture
notes when something is missed so it can be filled in later, and take a picture of each
PowerPoint slide and copy it into the notes after class. Lecture pace was a theme that
participants revisited multiple times throughout the semester and one that I also noted during
observations. Chapter 5 will discuss how this challenge can be addressed through the paired
course model.

Focus Group Two

The second focus group was held during week 11. At that point in the semester,
students were preparing for their third exam in PSY 101 and had already taken their third
mastery assessment in LTC 102 (see Chapter 3 for a complete description of LTC
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assignments). In attendance were Brooke, James, Sarah, Mandee, Tony, Karl, and Paul. Diane
and Robert elected to come in for a paired interview in lieu of the focus group, which will be
discussed in the interview section later in this chapter. The focus group began with my asking if
there were any LTC 102 concerns; none were mentioned so discussion turned to PSY 101
concerns.

Reading and Study Strategy Application
Questions related to participants’ reading and study strategy usage focused on their test
preparation for their third exam in PSY 101, how they stayed active and metacognitive during
reading, and their thoughts on transfer of the strategies.
Changes in test preparation. One of the questions I posed during this second group was
about how their test preparation strategies changed for the third exam in PSY 101. They had
already taken two exams so they had a pretty good idea about what to expect. James was the
only participant to report not changing his approach. Both Brooke and Karl indicated they
answered the review questions. Paul reported using summarization, which allowed him to focus
on individual sections, and Sarah re-read the chapters during her workout.
To prepare students for their third exam in psychology, students were required in LTC
102 to use summarization for their test preparation assignment and to create a study guide using
the review questions at the end of the chapters. Only Brooke and Karl mentioned the review
questions as part of their test preparation and only Paul mentioned summarization. Of the
participants who attended this second focus group, Karl, James, and Brooke did not submit
their study guides. Sarah and Tony were the only participants to pass the third exam in PSY
101.
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Active reading and metacognition. Most of participants’ reports about their ability to
stay active during reading reflected their use of metacognition. Paul shared, “I’m starting to
take notes and highlight stuff, then going back to it to quiz myself.” Likewise, James answered,
“Same thing. Write something down if I know I’m probably going to forget it.” I then asked
James if he was thinking about what he was reading while he was reading. He responded,
“Sometimes. I’ll drown out what I’m reading completely so I’ll go back through it.” He
clarified that he goes back right away, exemplifying his process for monitoring his
comprehension. Tony’s response also reflected his use of metacognition: “I’m always staying
active. So when I read, I’m like, ‘What is this? I don’t understand this.’” Karl shared that he
remains active by isolating himself when he reads, which he said was easy to do since he didn’t
have a roommate.
Transfer. The final focal point of the second focus group was about transfer.
Participants were asked what strategies covered in LTC 102, or strategies they had modified,
they planned to use next semester. The following table summarizes their responses. The
frequency at which summarization was mentioned as a strategy they would continue using may
be related to the close proximity of when this strategy was assigned in LTC 102.
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Table 10
Plans for Transfer
Participant
Brooke
James
Karl
Mandee
Paul
Sarah
Tony

Strategy
Summarization
Summarization
Summarization
PILLAR
S-RUN-R and
T-notes
T-notes
S-RUN-R and
Summarization

Four out of the seven participants present mentioned that they planned to continue using
summarization, which was modeled and practiced during the week prior to the second focus
group. Two mentioned S-RUN-R (Survey, Read, Underline, take Notes, and Review)—this
strategy was modeled and practiced two weeks prior to the focus group. Paul, who identified SRUN-R as a strategy he planned to transfer, had also rated this strategy 4 out of 5 for usefulness
when asked during the first focus group. T-notes, covered in LTC 102 during week six,
received two votes.
Mandee exclusively identified her intention to continue using PILLAR (Preview,
Identify unknown concepts, List and Look up unknown concepts, Attempt to make sense of the
concepts by putting them in your own words, and then Read the chapter), which was a strategy
she had given accolades to multiple times throughout the semester. As stated earlier, Mandee
was the only participant who withdrew from PSY 101 but continued her attendance in LTC
102. It was my sense that her frequent reflections on the benefits of PILLAR demonstrated her
desire to have a good understanding of challenging vocabulary prior to reading challenging
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college texts. Even in her final course reflection written at the end of the semester, Mandee
identified PILLAR as the most beneficial strategy she learned in LTC 102.

Challenges Related to Reading and Studying in PSY 101
When asked what they currently found most challenging in PSY 101, participants’
concerns centered on their current performance and their instructors. These results will be
presented next.
Current perceptions of performance. Tony, who had taken a few weeks to acclimate to
the requirements of being a college student, predicted a final grade of C in PSY 101. James
shared that he did not find anything challenging, though did fail both courses. The contrast in
their performance at the beginning and end of the semester exemplified the role that effort
plays in both progress and performance. The rest of the participants simply shared their
predictions for final grades in PSY 101. Paul predicted he would finish with a B minus and
Sarah shared that she was trying for an A.
After their responses, the group switched gears and began discussing completion of the
Learning Curve assignment. I reminded them that these online practice questions, which had to
be completed before each of the PSY exams, were worth a total of 120 out of the 407 points
available. Karl, who did not pass either of the paired courses, asked, “What is a learning
curve?” Brooke described the assignment, and then Sarah noted that the assignment constituted
most of the PSY 101 grade.
For clarification, I reviewed the rest of the point breakdown again: three for an email to
the instructor, 24 for research experiments, 60 points for the quizzes, 50 points for each of the
four exams, and an opportunity to earn up to 48 extra credit points for additional experiment
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participation. When the conversation returned to the Learning Curves, participants shared that
they did not feel these helped prepare them for the first two exams.
PSY 101 instructor issues. I asked the participants how their PSY instructors might
better facilitate their learning. Most of the answers focused on homework and lecture pace.
Paul, the first to respond, simply stated, “They should give homework.” Karl agreed: “Yeah,
homework is like a good way to study.” Several participants agreed. Brooke then revisited the
issue of lecture pace in PSY 101 and suggested that instructors simply needed to slow down.
Karl agreed: “They be [sic] speeding through the presentation. It’s hard to keep up.”
Participants did not report any other concerns.

Focus Group Three

The third and final focus group took place during week 15, which was the second-tolast week of the semester. Participants in attendance were Diane, Paul, Brooke, Sarah, Tony,
Ricky, Joseph, and later, James. Because of the structure of this focus group, topics related to
LTC 102 were discussed last and will thus be presented as the third topic here.

Reading and Study Strategy Application

As in previous focus groups, this theme informed RQ 1. I began the session by
reminding them how valuable their input has been for current and future implementations of the
paired course model. The first question was about the most effective strategy they learned this
semester. For several participants, the strategies they considered most effective were the same
or similar to those they named during the second focus group as strategies they planned to
continue using next semester. Conversely, Diane shared that she had not learned any strategy
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more effective than the approach she always used—highlighting and taking notes in different
colors of ink—and didn’t plan to vary her approach because this worked for her. In her followup email, she told me that aside from PSY 101, the rest of her grades were strong.
Paul had previously reported his intention to continue using S-RUN-R and T-notes. He
reiterated during this session that those were the most valuable strategies he learned. Brooke,
who had reported earlier her intent to continue using summarization, also shared that this was
the most valuable strategy she learned. Sarah held fast to her split page design for notes.
Robert identified T-notes as the most valuable strategy. He reported, “This
semester…the strategies were all made up of different things that I would try, but I never used
them clumped together. It was different using them clumped together.” As for his reading and
study strategy plans for next semester, he said if he fails PSY 101, he will try something
different. Robert then summed up both his grade prediction and his desire to continue using the
strategies in the future.
I have a feeling I will [fail]. I’ve kind of been preparing myself mentally for it. I’m
going to try to get extra credit. I’m going to try to get the lowest passing score possible.
Honestly, I could leave happy with that. I will probably keep my LTC book, just as a
reference. If I forget about it [the strategy], and I probably will. If I get a class next
semester that is heavily reading, I’ll probably use it.
After Robert’s response, I asked who else was worried about failing. Surprisingly,
everyone but Sarah said yes.
When I asked Joseph what he found most valuable, he thought the study sessions we
had, which he and Brooke attended, were the most valuable for studying in psychology. He
added that for lectures, he believed the “S-RUN-R notes” were most effective. The
conversation then shifted to PSY 101 instructors.

137

Challenges Related to Reading and Studying in PSY 101

The challenges mentioned during this focus group continued to inform RQ 3. Most of
these revolved around PSY 101 assignments. Participants discussed how many Learning
Curves they had completed and how much extra credit they had earned for participation in
research experiments. I turned to Joseph, who I knew was struggling in PSY 101, and asked if
he had completed the Learning Curves. He shared, “To be honest with you, I didn’t. My teacher
didn’t really stress it.” I mentioned that not completing these would make passing PSY 101
very difficult.
Robert responded likewise: “My teacher didn’t stress it [doing the Learning Curves].
She didn’t say how much they were worth; I figured they were worth about five points or
something.” I reminded the group that this was information they could have found in the
syllabus, then attempted to summarize some of the responses by commenting on an instructor’s
potential to have an impact on how well a class went for students. Mandee, the first participant
to drop PSY 101, then shared her feelings about her instructor: “Mine was horrible…My TA
[teacher’s assistant], if you asked her to go back, she’d go back for like 10 seconds, and
wouldn’t know the answer to the questions. It was her job to know the answers.” This led to
some overlapping anecdotes about participant experience with instructors which seemed to
regularly converge to the topic of lecture pace.

Topics Related to LTC 102

Discussions related to LTC 102 at this point in the semester centered on how LTC
might be changed and biggest areas of growth. As an action research project, participant
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feedback would inform future paired courses. When I asked the participants what changes in
LTC 102 would make the course more beneficial in the future, Diane shared, “I think whatever
you’re doing right now is okay. It’s up to the student to actually come [to class].” Sarah
followed with, “I’m not going to lie; I barely read the book. Every time I did one of your
assignments, I looked at my notes. I take the notes from [PSY 101] class.” Diane then added,
“Like what she said. I didn’t crack open my book either. Everything that’s in the book, she [the
PSY 101 instructor] went over in class.” I reminded her that the notes didn’t seem to effectively
prepare her for the exams, but Diane attributed any gaps in her notes to not taking down enough
information from the lecture slides. Mandee, who had dropped PSY 101 early in the semester,
shared that she still found LTC to be useful.
The group responded with laughter and groans when Tony said he would have liked
more assignments. He then clarified, “I don’t rely on my notes; I always go in the book…I need
a purpose for reading the book. If I got an assignment, I know I got [sic] to read this to get this
done.” Earlier in the semester, Tony credited the assignments in LTC with keeping him up to
date in reading the PSY text because neither dates nor specific chapters were assigned in the
PSY syllabus.
Biggest area of growth. The last focus group concluded with participants’ perceptions
of personal growth. Most reported they experienced growth as college students. James, the first
to respond, stated, “I guess my note-taking skills got better.” The rest of the participants
followed.
Robert:
Mandee:
Tony:

Taking a lot better notes and applying myself.
I think I’ve changed a lot. Like reading and understanding things.
Dedication. I had zero hours of homework before I came here. I don’t
miss no [sic] assignments.
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Joseph:
Sarah:
Paul:
Diane:

I feel like this is the perfect scenario…I do the assignments even when I
might not want to.
I don’t know; I feel the same.
I do homework in advance—get it out of the way.
I don’t feel like I’ve changed.

As Tony exited, he turned around and reported, “You’re never going to meet another
student like me!” It seemed a fitting way to close our final focus group.

Summary of Focus Group Data

Focus groups were held during weeks 6, 11, and 15. Emergent themes included the
benefits of LTC 102, perceptions of reading and studying in PSY 101, and aspects of PSY 101
they found most challenging. All of the participants except for two stated they felt like they
experienced substantial growth as a college student and had a more realistic sense of what is
needed to be successful at the college level. Many participants shared that they did not know
how to study before LTC 102 because it had not been necessary for them to read or study the
textbooks in high school. Areas of growth participants mentioned included more efficient notetaking, better study habits, being metacognitive while reading, and staying active while reading.
Strategies were perceived as beneficial, though some would have preferred additional study
group sessions. Test preparation was an area participants still reported that they struggled with,
as was demonstrated in low exam scores.
Collectively, participants maintained a perception that homework was not assigned in
PSY 101 and that they read the text only because it was assigned in LTC 102. Lecture pace was
an issue that arose during every focus group; participants believed that their PSY 101
instructors moved too quickly through the lectures for them to keep up—in their notes or their
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understanding. Performance in PSY 101 was a concern throughout the semester, and as late as
week 15, all of the participants except for one still worried about failing.

Data Results from Interviews

A total of ten interviews were held throughout the semester—seven individual and three
paired interviews. The first individual interview was held during week seven with Brooke (see
Table 4 in Chapter 3 for a full description of participation in study per participant and data
source). For easy reference, Table 11 summarizes just the interview data collection. As stated
earlier, interviews took place throughout the semester and were interspersed with the three
focus groups and the final reflection with the intent to elicit on-going data while avoiding
overlap whenever possible.
Table 11
Interview Participation
Participant
Brooke
Diane
Joseph
Mandee
Robert
Sarah
Tony

Number of Interviews
2
2
2
1
1
1
1

Week of Interview
7, 9
10, 11
9
15
11
12
7

As discussed in Chapter 3, the decision about whether or not to participate in individual
interviews was left up to the participants. Unfortunately, this resulted in fewer interviews than
anticipated. Thus, in order to extend the opportunity to meet with more students on an
individual basis, two open interviews were scheduled during weeks 12 and 14. None of the
participants elected to participate in these.

141

Some of the interviewees, as in Brooke’s case, were invited out of concern about
performance in LTC 102. Joseph, on the other hand, wanted to be interviewed because he had
questions related to PSY 101 content. Others were invited simply based on their willingness to
share their experiences. Results will be organized according to the two broad themes that
emerged from analysis: benefits of LTC 102, which informed RQs 1 and 3, and challenges
experienced while reading and studying in their introductory psychology course, which
informed RQ 2.

Benefits of LTC 102

Interviews were held either in the departmental conference room or my office.
Collectively, participants noted three distinct benefits of LTC 102 during the interviews. These
included the focus on vocabulary, the review of PSY 101 material, and study skills.

Review of Vocabulary.

Brooke, who was not a native English speaker, identified what had been most beneficial
about LTC:
It has really helped me because I really don’t get the vocab. And also the quiz
questions; it [sic] makes me want to go back to the quiz question that they post online in
order for us to read…The first time we did the exam, I feel [sic] like it [LTC] doesn’t
help because I didn’t study enough.(October 7 interview)
I reminded her about the PILLAR, a pre-reading strategy which directs students to look up
unknown vocabulary before beginning the text reading. Brooke then told me that stopping her
reading to look up unknown words usually meant she had to go back and reread the entire
section. She also stated that she does not currently preview the chapter at all, either for
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unknown words or for triggering her prior knowledge; this provided an opportunity for me to
reiterate the importance of previewing the chapter for these two purposes.
During a study session that followed one of the paired interviews with Brooke and
Joseph, we reviewed some of the PSY 101 concepts they found confusing. Joseph shared this
about his new vocabulary understanding:
Now after having this, now I have a real, real, better understanding of the words. So
now if I went back to do the review questions, I could finish this because at first I didn’t
know the words, just the book definition. [He then gave an example.] Like I didn’t
know one and one is two. Maybe it’s two, but now since we got this, I know one and
one is two now.
The concentrated review of difficult vocabulary seemed to be an effective way of providing
additional clarity.

Review of PSY 101 Material.

Throughout the interviews, several participants commented on the value of reviewing
PSY 101 material in LTC 102. Joseph, who came in to see me one day after class for additional
support, felt LTC 102 was most beneficial when small groups were used to review difficult
concepts. Tony, like Joseph, also found the overlap of material in the paired courses helpful. He
shared that using the note-taking strategies that were assigned in LTC guided him to better
organization in his notes and engaged him with the text: “If it weren’t for your class, I wouldn’t
know nothing [sic] ‘cause I wouldn’t have been forced to read.” Sarah, who shared that she did
not find PSY 101 particularly challenging, pointed out that she benefitted when the chapters
were assigned in LTC before they were lectured on in her psychology class because it gave her
a chance to read ahead of time and forced her to study.
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Study Skills.
Diane shared that what she most benefitted from the “study skills” in LTC and noted
how her studying changed: “I used to go over it [the psychology text] for maybe like 30
minutes, but now, it’s like I have to actually read it to use these strategies.” When I asked her
how LTC 102 might be more beneficial, like Joseph, she wanted more study groups.

Challenges Related to Reading and Studying in Psychology

Because identifying participant perceptions of the reading and studying challenges
faced in introductory psychology was one of the goals of this study, much of the discussion
during the interviews focused on these challenges. Based on data analysis, the following
categories emerged: 1) text challenges; 2) instructional challenges; and 3) challenges related to
course requirements.

Text Challenges

Two text characteristics participants identified as challenging were volume and
vocabulary. Sarah reported that she did not find PSY 101 difficult but described the text as
follows: “It’s too long! I can’t learn! It’s too long and boring.” Brooke, connecting the volume
with the difficult vocabulary, shared, “There is like a lot of information to remember, so
sometimes I get stuck, like using different definitions…like mixing it up [sic].”
During the interview, Joseph also shared that he found the PSY 101 vocabulary
difficult: “I feel like I can read and study it, and know the definition, but still don’t really
understand…the definitions still make it complicated.” Without knowing it, Joseph had iterated
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the difference between denotative and connotative word knowledge by noting the importance
of both.

Instructional Challenges

The most frequently mentioned challenges related to reading and studying in
introductory psychology are listed in Table 12. As can be seen in the table, these challenges
were either about course requirements, lecture pace, or density of information. Participants
often attributed the cause of their challenges to the instructor, though these characteristics are
actually common to most lecture courses and not exclusive to PSY 101 instructors (see
McKeachie, 2011).
Table 12
Participant Perceptions about PSY 101 Lectures
Participant
Brooke
Diane
Joseph

Mandee
Robert
Tony

Comment
The teacher goes so fast. He doesn’t really explain unless the people ask
question [sic].
She [the instructor] couldn’t tell me what I was doing wrong. She’s a
really nice person, she just doesn’t give me feedback when I ask.
It’s like we won’t have time to learn before she’s onto something else.
I have these big old lectures, teachers moving fast; I don’t have time to
understand. I understand why they move fast; there’s so much material;
you gotta learn within so much time. They’re not teaching anything
because it’s too much.
She moved through the PSY book too fast.
It’s just a lot [of information.] I get super anxious about PSYC. It breaks
me down; it gets me tired
What the teacher was saying was confusing…the sub explained things
better…and she was slower.
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When students had difficulty keeping up with the pace, quiz performance was impacted
because they were lecture-based. Preparing for quizzes and exams was another area of
difficulty identified during the interview process.

Challenges Related to Course Requirements

Participants found it difficult to adequately prepare for PSY 101 exams as was
evidenced in exam performance. As previously discussed, each exam covered three chapters, or
an average of 110 pages per exam. One of the participants, Joseph, suggested two
recommendations to lessen the task of exam preparation. He proposed that either PSY 101
could be spread over two semesters in order to allow enough time to thoroughly cover the
material, or to only include coverage of two chapters on each exam instead of the current three
chapters, He noted, “The chapters are big, so I mean, I feel like there would be a lot more
people passing.”
Along with the PSY 101 exams, some of the participants also expressed their
dissatisfaction with the Learning Curves assignments (see Chapter 3). According to the PSY
101 syllabus, two Learning Curves were available for each chapter and were completed online
as open-book practice exams. As a whole, these accounted for 29% of total points available.
Other than the actual exams, Learning Curves were worth the greatest number of cumulative
points.
Participants seemed to have misgivings about the value of the Learning Curves. Both
Diane and Brooke shared they did not believe the Learning Curves helped them prepare for
PSY 101 exams, though Brooke noted that some of the questions on the actual exam were the
exactly the same. Several of the participants—Joseph, Karl, and Robert—had not completed
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any of the Learning Curves prior to the first exam. Joseph shared that he was having trouble
pulling up the information online but had not asked the instructor for assistance. I encouraged
him to do so.

Summary of Interview Results

To summarize, interview data revealed that LTC 102 benefited participants in
vocabulary development, additional review of PSY 101 material, and strategy instruction.
Participants identified lecture pace, assignments, and the course text as specific areas of PSY
101 they found most challenging. Because each of these benefits and challenges also surfaced
during one or more with focus groups, credibility of this claim was reinforced.

Data Results from Documents Analysis

Documents were used to inform curriculum development, in-class discussions,
interviews, the need for re-teaching, and for triangulation. Samples of course assignments from
various points of the semester and the final course reflections were analyzed, the results of
which will be discussed next.

LTC 102 Course Assignments

Course assignments in LTC 102 made up the bulk of the documents for analysis. Work
samples provided concrete evidence of participants’ ability to apply reading and study
strategies to their PSY 101 coursework. The reflection component of each strategy assignment
in LTC 102 encouraged students to consider their cognitive and metacognitive processes for
each strategy they applied to the introductory psychology content.
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For each assignment, participants chose a strategy from the choices offered, applied the
strategy to their current PSY 101 text assignment, summarized their process for application,
and then reflected on the experience. Strategies were modeled and practiced in class, then
applied to a currently assigned chapter in their PSY101 text. Strategies were categorized in the
LTC course text as active reading, note-taking, test preparation, or written rehearsal. Strategy
choices were determined by proximity to PSY 101 exam. Meaning, active reading or notetaking were assigned first, followed by the application of either a test preparation or written
rehearsal strategy as exam time neared. Participant assignments were evaluated through the use
of rubrics that were reviewed in class prior to each assignment. Appendix B includes samples
of LTC 102 assignment sheets and rubrics. No additional analyses were conducted for these
assignments because they were already “analyzed” as part of the evaluation process in LTC
102, but when indicated, additional instruction and practice would be provided.
Substantiation of participants’ claims regarding strategy application was immediate.
Each assignment required them to apply a particular strategy discussed in class to their current
PSY 101 chapter and then write a summary and reflection essay that included which strategy
they used, a summary of how it was applied, a discussion about how well it worked on that
particular text, and what they might do to modify for future strategy usage. Given the
instructional context, participants had to document their processes through evidence—in the
strategy that was applied to the assigned text and the reflection prompting them to consider
their metacognitive process. Work samples were used as one means of addressing RQ 1. Table
13 includes snippets of reflections about strategies that participants found to be particularly
useful in PSY 101.
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Table 13
Participants’ Strategy Applications and Reflections
Name
Brooke

Strategy
Cornell Notes

Diane

Summarization

James

SQ3R

Joseph

S-RUN-R

Karl

Bloom’s
Taxonomy

Mandee

PILLAR

Paul

S-RUN-R

Robert

T-notes

Sarah

PILLAR

Tony

Concept Cards

Reflection
I write as I read, then when I am done I review it
and it really help [sic]
It’s helpful because sometimes when you forget
what a chapter/section is about…go over your
summary and that’ll activate your schema. This is
best used in a really difficult class (like) PSY
101.
This…is one that can be used in other classes.
I’m going to try to make sure that I review more
to practice the information, to make sure that I
understand.
I like the S-RUN-R because it’s a simple quick
strategy especially when you have those long
chapters in PSY. You have to make sure you have
(the information) written in a way you would
remember.
You are applying the use of a term..., illustrating
the use of the term…, describing and interpreting
the use of the term… (and) created [sic] a
situation in which a term will be applied.
The PILLAR can become annoying but it would
be even more frustrating if you don’t understand
unfamiliar words and try to figure out from the
text what the word means.
S-RUN-R takes it to the next level and is used for
harder material. Psychology is a hard topic to
understand. I will use this strategy when I know
the chapter is extensive.
I found it to be very helpful. I established my
purpose for reading the chapter. I believe that the
things we do and think are influenced by our
actions.
After making use of the PILLAR…I found it
much easier to comprehend what I read. I am
much less worried about the quiz…now.
I made sure that I was reading actively by
thinking about everything I read and putting
important information on a card.
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It should be noted that the two participants who were missing from the table—Antoine
and Daniel—did not submit any assignments through the university’s required online
submission program, thus did not receive credit for any of the strategy application assignments.
The essay portion of strategy assignments had two parts. The summary aspect of the
reflection essays asked participants to describe their processes for applying the strategy. It was
easy to corroborate these claims with the application portion of the assignment. The reflection
portion of each essay provided an opportunity for participants to consider and express their
opinions about the assigned strategy. Data results from these documents will be organized as
follows: 1) why that particular strategy was chosen; 2) how comprehension was monitored; 3)
how useful the strategy was perceived; and 4) what other classes they might use the strategy in.

Choosing Strategies

The first question on the reflection portion each strategy application assignment was
“Why did you choose to use this particular strategy?” As discussed in Chapter 3, instruction for
each strategy was scaffolded—first with explicit modeling and then guided in-class practice,
after which participants chose which strategy they wanted to apply to their current chapter in
PSY 101. Why a specific strategy was chosen was ascertained in the summary/reflection essay
that accompanied each application. Per these reflections, strategies seemed to be selected on
one of three criteria: the strategy was new, the strategy seemed easy, or because of previous
familiarity with the strategy. Only one participant reported that the learning task influenced
strategy selection—an important consideration for students in their future college coursework.
Paul shared that he selected summarization because it seemed like an effective way to tear

150

down the chapter. Later in the semester, Paul reported that he selected PORPE because it was
an effective way to activate his schema.

Monitoring Comprehension
Another question on the reflection portion of each assignment was “What steps did you
take to monitor your own comprehension? Specifically, what did you do while reading to
ensure that you were reading actively and comprehending the text?” Comprehension
monitoring is a metacognitive behavior (Flavell, 1979) that represents an important aspect of
college reading and studying. Students must be aware when they understand the text and when
a different approach is needed to aid comprehension, thus their responses to this aspect of the
prompt was particularly telling.
In Tony’s essay following his use of concept cards, he shared that he monitored his
comprehension by “Reading actively and thinking about everything I read.” Others expressed
their use of self-testing, rereading, completing chapter review questions, stopping frequently to
check comprehension, and comparing their review notes to previously taken notes. Nearly
every reflection essay included a statement about participants’ comprehension monitoring,
which varied from assignment to assignment for each participant; this seemed to indicate that
participants were considering their comprehension during each strategy application. Following
are some examples of statements participants made about monitoring their comprehension:
Diane:

Mandee:
Paul:

I constantly kept stopping myself to make sure that everything made
sense to me because if it doesn’t, I would have been reading for no
reason.
I wrote down the vocab words I had to look up in order to fully
understand the readings.
To monitor my comprehension, I took my notes and read them twice and
then closed my notebook and recited what I had previously written.
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Robert:
Sarah:
Tony:

I reread certain passages and took note of important keynotes to better
understand my psychology chapter.
To monitor my comprehension, I answered the questions throughout the
reading…
I stopped after every heading and thought about why I did this and what
did it mean and how it was helpful.

Perceptions of Usefulness

Though not specifically asked in the summary/reflection essay prompt, participants
often shared in their essays perceptions about the usefulness or benefit of a particular strategy.
These reflections illustrate unsolicited impressions about a strategy and are noteworthy because
they provide examples of the strategy’s impact on a text assignment in PSY 101. These
impromptu vignettes are presented in Table 14.
Table 14
Vignettes about Strategy Benefits
PARTICIPANT
Antione

Diane

Daniel

QUOTATION
“Metacomprehension has helped me to actually think about and check
whether I really know what I just read. SQ3R form of notetaking…helped me take note-taking seriously which I never did in high
school.
“This strategy device wasn’t too different from my original note
taking. The only difference is that now I know I’m reading for a
purpose…While I was reading, I constantly kept stopping myself to
make sure that everything made sense to me because if it doesn’t, I
would have been reading for no reason. Compared to my past
experiences, when I actually applied all the steps to my reading, (the
SQ3R) worked!”
“The ‘note cards’ helped me learn my PSY 101 vocabulary words…I
am able to apply that to my speech class.”

(continued on following page)
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Table 14 (continued)
James

Joseph

Mandee

Paul

Sarah

Robert

Tony

“A way to make sure that you have success it is to study and take
active notes in a way that you will remember when it comes time to
take a test.
“For me I just wrote down the definitions in the paragraphs because
that’s basically what it was talking about.”
“The PILLAR method really helped me in a sense because I didn’t
have to slow down or stop in the middle of reading because I had
already knew [sic] the formative word choice the book was displaying.
I know that if I didn’t have prior knowledge on the word I wasn’t going
to know what it meant when I read it with the text.”
“Psychology is hard topic [sic] to understand because it really gets you
thinking about thinking…Review, review, review is very important…If
you don’t review you won’t succeed.”
“After making use of the PILLAR strategy [sic] I found it much easier
to comprehend what I read. I am much less worried about the quiz
now…This strategy was different then [sic] my past reading strategy
because it helped me retain the information I read and was helpful
because…summarizing it helped cement it into my head…This
strategy works well with psychology because of the never-ending
information provided…”
“I chose the SQ3R strategy because it seemed very simple. To a certain
extent I could not believe I had not used this method before throughout
my previous years of schooling.
“I think (summarizing) is extremely helpful [sic] just too time
consuming.”

As seen in the table, strategy benefits that participants identified included the impact of
metacomprehension, strategy effectiveness, vocabulary development, and staying active.
Making a connection to metacomprehension suggested evidence of strategic learning (Simpson
& Nist, 2000). In contrast, both Daniel and Joseph’s statements suggested a perception that
studying consists of learning vocabulary. Conceptualizing studying as vocabulary
memorization is considered a surface-level processing of information (Armstrong & Newman,

153

2011; Diseth et al., 2009; Mulcahy-Ernt & Caverly, 2009; Simpson & Nist, 2000) which by
itself, would not be sufficient for the level of understanding required at the college level.

Other Contexts for Specific Strategies
Participants’ responses to the question, “In which other classes would you use this
strategy device and why?” were general. Typical answers included using the strategy in any
other class that had terms to remember or main points to understand. Most participants stated
that PSY 101 or similar courses were the best subjects for the strategy that was used with PSY
101 material. These responses seemed to indicate a lack of consideration of the learning task or
discipline as influencing strategy selection.

Mastery Assessments

The reflection component of the mastery assessments, referred to as a concepts and
conceptions essay, asked participants to define, describe, and provide an example for two of the
LTC 102 concepts (these included schema, Bloom’s Taxonomy, metacognition,
metacomprehension, or epistemological beliefs). The most commonly chosen concept to reflect
on was metacognition. Most of the essays stated the definition as thinking about thinking;
descriptions and examples provided better indications of their understanding. Some of the
descriptions included
Joseph:
Brooke:
Daniel:
Diane:
James:
Karl:

Metacognition is thinking about thinking.
Metacognition is self-discipline.
Metacognition is thinking about what I am learning.
Metacognition is like your conscience. It’s reading with a purpose.
Metacognition is used to be successful in all aspects of life.
Metacognition is thinking about what study strategies one would use to
prepare for an exam.
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Mandee:
Robert:
Sarah:
Tony:

Metacognition is the way you learn and how you apply those strategies.
Metacognition is taking a moment to understand what he or she just
learned.
Writing questions while reading helps me self-check; this is my own
form of metacognition.
Metacognition is a form of thinking. Right now I am thinking that I don’t
know any of the questions on the first page [of the mastery assessment].
Using metacognition, I would think why I don’t know any of the
answers; what could I have done to better prepare myself for this.

Epistemological beliefs were the second most frequently described concept. Defined as
one’s personal belief about knowledge (Schommer, 1994), participants’ understanding of this
concept was important because it was the lens used to understand how they personally believe
they construct knowledge, which is directly tied to strategy selection and usage. Some of the
descriptions included
Joseph:
Robert:
Mandee:
Brooke:
James:
Diane:
Sarah:
Tony:
Daniel:
Ken:

Your epistemology and metacognition can help you in psychology and in
your daily life.
Epistemological beliefs are one’s concept of how learning happens.
These are basically your way of learning.
The PSY 101 text is a giant book of epistemology with tons of
information regarding people in experiments.
The need to make connections to prior knowledge is one participant’s
epistemological belief.
The epistemology of psychology is people doing research and research
leading to theory. We don’t have to believe it.
It is the way and how a person learns.
Epistemology is one of your beliefs…it is your belief on the way that
you learn.
It is a theory of many ways people learn…I learn better using note cards.
Epistemology focuses on your own significant way to study.

One of the goals of reading and study strategy instruction is for students to reflect on how they
learn best. When confusion regarding concepts was noted, the next class session would include
additional review of those concepts. By applying the concepts of metacognition and
epistemological beliefs, participants were being nudged toward the type of introspection on
which strategic learning can develop.
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Final Course Reflection

During week 14 of the study, participants were asked to respond to a number of
reflective questions (see Appendix E for protocol). Key questions focused on items that were
also visited during focus groups and individual interviews including: biggest challenge in PSY
101, how LTC 102 helped with their reading and studying in PSY 101, strategies they planned
to continue using, and their rating of difficulty of the PSY 101 text. Participants responded to
the Final LTC Reflection one week prior to the final focus group. Thus, at multiple times
throughout the semester and through various data sources, participants were given the
opportunity to reflect on how their perception might have changed. These data are summarized
in Table 15.
Table 15
Final Course Reflections
Paul

Sarah

James

Tony

Brooke

Staying on task,
remembering
information, and
keeping up with
assignments
Understand
vocabulary,
multiple
exposures to
readings, notetaking, retaining
information, prep
for quiz
questions
S-RUN-R,
Summarization

Understanding
text and
remembering
information

Biggest
Challenge
In PSY

Identifying
important
information

Length of
chapters,
staying on
task

Identifying
important
information

How LTC
Helped

Helped me
breakdown
PSY text into
sections, how
to use of
different
strategies,
remembering
information
S-RUN-R,
PORPE, Tnotes, Cornell
notes

Assignments
forced her to
review
chapters
multiple
times—helped
with recall

Helped set a
goal for
studying,
learned
actual
methods for
studying

Note-taking

Q and A, SRUN-R

Strategies
participants
plan to
continue
using

Helped me
learn how to
study

Outline, Tnotes, Cornell
notes,
summarization
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Difficulty
of text on a
scale of 1-5

4

2

3

4

4

Table 16
Final Course Reflections

Biggest
challenge in
PSY

How LTC
helped

Daniel
Keeping up
with
assignments
and
interpreting
exam
questions
More
effective
study habits,
activating
schema of
PSYC

Strategies
that
participants
plant to
continue
using
Difficulty of 4
text on a
scale of 1-5

Joseph
Remembering
material for
exams

Diane
Staying
focused

Antoine
Length of
chapters/
text

Mandee
Amount of
information,
length of
text

This was a
Learned
study class for new
PSYC
strategies

Learned
study skills

S-RUN-R

Cornell
notes, Tnotes

Concept
cards,
SQ3R,
outline
notes

Helped me
take
organized
notes,
helped with
vocabulary
PILLAR, Tnotes,
Cornell
notes

6

3

4

5

Participants’ identification of their biggest challenge in PSY 101 was especially
significant at the end of the semester because it seemed to confirm what had been a struggle
throughout the semester. Interestingly, responses mostly reflected independent reading and
studying outside of the classroom rather than about what occurred in the PSY 101 classroom.
All of the participants identified at least one of the strategies they learned in LTC 102 that
benefitted them and planned to continue using. Rating of text-difficulty covered a wide range
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but interestingly, Sarah rated the text a two out of five for difficulty; she was the only
participant to receive a B in PSY 101. Additional discussion of each reflection item follows.
Biggest Challenge in PSY 101

Participants identified 14 biggest challenges in their introductory psychology courses.
The two most frequently mentioned challenges were the length of the PSY 101 chapters and
staying on task, which accounted for 43% of the responses. Identifying important information,
keeping up with assignments, and remembering information each accounted for 14% of the
responses. Understanding the PSY 101 text and interpreting exam questions each accounted for
the remaining 7% of the responses. These areas were consistently challenging for participants
throughout the semester.

How LTC 102 Helped

Participants were asked how LTC 102 helped their reading and studying in PSY 101;
responses were primarily focused on strategy usage and PSY 101 review. Participants indicated
that the most significant benefits of LTC were the strategies they learned, which accounted for
almost 40% of their responses. Accounting for 19% of the responses was the impact LTC had
on aiding recall of PSY 101 information. Closely related were 10% of the responses which
indicated that LTC 102 benefited them by requiring review of the psychology material for LTC
assignments.

Plans for Transfer of Strategies
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Participants were asked during the second focus group which strategies they intended to
transfer to other courses. Sarah and Tony were the only participants who did not indicate new
strategies they planned to continue using. Sarah stated that she only planned to continue using
T-notes but shared that this was the way she had always taken notes: “My prep has stayed
relatively the same because I don’t want to change what works for me.” Mandee, who
withdrew from PSY 101 in the middle of the semester but continued her participation in the
study, was an immediate fan of PILLAR. She shared that she was already using PILLAR in
some of her other classes and planned to continue using it after the current semester.

Text Difficulty

Participants were asked to rate the difficulty level of their PSY 101 text on a scale of 15, with five reflecting the most difficult. The average rate of difficulty of the ten participants
who answered this question on the reflection was 3.9/5, though one participant, Joseph, rated
the text a 6/5. Joseph had shared that the most difficult part of PSY 101 was remembering
material for the exam. He stated this in his first interview regarding the text, “I feel like I can
read and study it, and know the definition, but still don’t really understand.” Brooke theorized
why she struggled to understand the psychology text. It is very likely that her difficulty with the
vocabulary was compounded by her being a non-native speaker (Brooke is from Africa).
I think reading is like, um, trying to know all the vocab in there, because if I don’t get
the vocab [sic], there is no way I can understand what I am reading. And trying to
remember after reading, trying to remember what I read, and put it in my own word
[sic]…It’s like difficult to do that. When I’m reading, I have to like apply it to myself
for me to be able to remember and it’s kind of like difficult because how can I like put it
in my own word [sic] and still get main [sic] definition?
The language barrier for Brooke was also manifested in her performance on vocabulary
quizzes in LTC 102. Four of the five vocabulary quizzes, each worth 10 points, focused
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primarily on psychology terms. Though Brooke’s average vocabulary quiz score was close to
70%, the portion of the quiz that required her to use each psychology terms in an original
sentence—evidence of one’s conceptual understanding—was where she had the most
difficulty.

Summary of Data Results from Documents

The following documents were analyzed: LTC 102 assignments, mastery assessments,
and final course reflections. These results substantiated claims participants made during focus
groups and interviews. For example, in the essay portion of the strategy assignments,
participants reflected on the usefulness of each strategy for learning the PSY 101 content; these
claims suggested most of the strategies they used were thought to be beneficial. Additionally,
the final course reflections asked participants to identify the biggest challenges in PSY 101;
each of these challenges had been reported previously in focus group and interview data.
Multiple data sources provided the opportunity to triangulate claims, which, according to
Hendricks (2013), lends credibility to the results described herein. However, statements made
about future plans for strategy transfer could not be verified within the parameters of this study.

Instructional Modifications

As is characteristic of action research, instruction can be responsive to academic needs
as part of the plan, implement, observe, and reflect cycle. Results of data were cycled back into
LTC 102 instruction. As challenges surfaced, instruction was adapted to address those
challenges whenever possible. Some examples follow.
In response to PSY 101 text-related challenges, use of the text was frequently and
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intentionally incorporated into LTC 102 during group work. Expert groups, in which a pair or
trio of students was given the responsibility of teaching information from an assigned section to
their classmates, was a frequently utilized approach. This activity provided review of PSY 101
material while promoting reliance on the text.
Other modifications included providing additional instruction on analyzing the syllabus
in response to the confusion about PSY 101 assignments, holding study groups to review
difficult material, and providing strategy instruction that highlighted the need for deeper
processing of text material—particularly during test preparation. Chapter 5 will present
additional discussion about how a reading and study strategies course can be immediately
responsive to academic needs.

Summary of Chapter 4

Chapter 4 provided results from the following data sources: PSY 101 classroom
observations, focus groups, interviews, and document analysis. Analysis of observation data
revealed that lectures were designed to prepare students for quizzes, but most of the preparation
for the four exams took place outside of the PSY classroom. The pace of the lectures, a topic
frequently mentioned by participants during the focus groups and individual interviews, seemed
to allow little time for individual questions or thorough note-taking.
Focus group data analysis resulted in several interesting revelations which will be
discussed further in the next chapter. Participants shared the challenges they faced trying to
keep up with notes and assignments—the latter due in part to a lack of specific due dates on the
syllabus. Participants’ statements revealed their perceptions about level of difficulty,
vocabulary, and length of PSY text chapters; interview data confirmed these perceptions.
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Topics related to LTC 102, including clarification of assignments, the need for
additional instruction or re-teaching, and perceptions of benefits of co-enrollment, were
addressed primarily in the individual and group interviews. Reading and study strategy usage,
including perceptions of effectiveness, perceptions of usefulness, and plans for transfer, were
discussed in multiple forums as well and are presented herein.
Chapter 5 will discuss the findings that were gleaned from the results presented here.
These findings will be organized around the research questions. Also to be discussed are
implications and recommendations for further study.

CHAPTER 5
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This study was conducted throughout the Fall 2013 semester at Midwestern University
during which time a paired course model was used to examine students’ perceptions about
learning in introductory psychology. Sixteen conditionally admitted students elected to coenroll in LTC 102 and PSY 101. Twelve of those students volunteered to participate in this
study, the purpose of which was to examine their perceptions of reading and studying in
introductory psychology throughout their co-enrollment in the paired courses. This chapter will
explore the findings revealed through the data analysis procedures described in the previous
chapter and will begin with an overview of the study, followed by a summary of key findings
and alignment of findings with research questions. Next, the discussion section will include
addressing gaps in the literature, contributions to the field of postsecondary transitional literacy,
and implications for practice. Limitations of the study will then be addressed, followed by
recommendations for future research. The final sections of this chapter, consistent with the
spirit of qualitative research, will first present students’ final words shared in their follow-up
emails immediately succeeding the end of the study. Lastly, this dissertation will conclude with
modifications made at Midwestern University that resulted from this action research project.

The Study at a Glance
One goal of exploring and understanding students’ perceptions of reading and studying
in PSY 101 was to inform curricular decisions in both current and future course pairings
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designed to facilitate academic success in challenging disciplinary courses such as PSY 101.
My dual role of researcher and LTC 102 instructor called for an action research methodology
(Lewin, 1948) and allowed me to respond instructionally, in real time, to the academic needs
that participants expressed throughout the semester. The following research questions (RQs)
informed this project:
(1) In what ways do students describe their reading and study strategies in PSY 101?
(2) What academic challenges do students identify when reading and studying in PSY
101?
(3) What are students’ perceptions regarding the transfer of the reading and study
strategies from LTC 102 to PSY 101?
(4) In what ways do students describe their understanding of “disciplinary literacy” as it
relates to psychology?

Summary of Key Findings

Observations, focus groups, interviews, and course documents comprised the majority
of the data sources used throughout the semester. As presented earlier, analysis of data
shadowed Lichtman’s (2013) suggestions for recursive coding in the pursuit of emergent
themes, though some predetermined categories were dictated by the research questions and
protocols. Following is a summary of the key findings as revealed by the subsequent analysis.
1. Most participants found their co-enrollment in the paired courses beneficial.
2. When participants were given the opportunity in LTC 102 to select a strategy for
application to the PSY 101 text, their reflections indicated that choice was usually based on
either the desire to try something new or because a strategy was similar to a strategy they were
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already using. Course text, academic task, and discipline did not seem to figure into strategy
selection.
3. Participants experienced challenges in their independent analysis of, and adherence
to, the PSY 101 syllabus content. This included perceiving the absence of specific dates
assigned to read chapters as a lack of homework in PSY 101, and a lack of understanding about
course expectations due to a belief that instructors would provide additional reminders,
emphasis, or monitoring of students’ adherence to course expectations.
4. Participant perceptions of challenges in PSY 101 included fast-paced lectures that
covered too much information, text chapters were too long and/or boring, difficult disciplinary
vocabulary, intensity of course expectations, and self-efficacy for test-preparation.
5. Participants considered LTC 102 as beneficial in the following ways: reading and
study strategy instruction, vocabulary instruction, review of PSY 101 course material, and the
inclusion of assigned PSY 101 chapter readings.
6. Disciplinary literacy practices were not explicitly addressed in PSY 101.
7. Early in the semester, participants stated that they read PSY 101 chapters either once
or not at all in preparation for exams. By mid-semester, most had expanded their approach to
test preparation.
8. In PSY 101, quizzes were based exclusively on lectures but exams were based
primarily on the course text. Thus, independent reading the text was essential.
9. All participants found one or more of the strategies beneficial.
10. Eleven of the 12 participants stated their intention to apply at least one of the
strategies covered in LTC 102 to future disciplinary coursework.
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Alignment of Key Findings with Research Questions
The original intent of the study was to explore participants’ perceptions about reading
and studying in PSY 101 (RQ1) separately from the challenges they identified in PSY 101
(RQ2). However, because most of their perceptions reflected challenges, findings related to
these two questions will be grouped together when applicable.

RQ 1: In What Ways Do Students Describe Their Reading and Study Strategies in PSY 101?

Data used to address this research question came from focus groups, interviews, and
course documents. Findings that reflected participants’ perceptions of reading and studying in
PSY 101 yielded the following themes: implicit expectations, strategy selection, usage, and
how LTC 102 benefitted their learning in PSY 101.

Implicit Expectations

As early as the first focus group, study participants shared their perception that no
specific homework was assigned in PSY 101. In other words, though the syllabus stated the
chapter and lecture topic for each week, not all of the participants interpreted that as a prompt
to read the chapter because reading was not explicitly assigned. Conversely, in the LTC 102
syllabus, assignments explicitly stated to read the chapter and apply one of the strategies
covered in class. Several individuals stated that the reason they read the chapters at all was
because reading was a part of the LTC 102 assignments. Interestingly, several thought that
reading should have been assigned for homework in PSY101. This lack of homework, per se,
was mentioned as one of the biggest challenges students experienced in PSY 101. Though not
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directly expressed, not reading the chapters may also suggest that the instructor was seen as the
disciplinary expert with the responsibility of disseminating any information students needed to
know (Cartolari et al., 2013).
Along with the chapter readings, students enrolled in PSY 101 were expected to
participate in research experiments as part of their grade. However, like chapter readings, this
requirement was not listed on the syllabus as corresponding with any specific due date, nor
were the online, test-preparation Learning Curves assignments. Both of these were only listed
under the course requirement section of the syllabus. As a result, many participants did not
perceive these assignments as “homework” to schedule. Scheduling assignments is part of
being a self-regulated learner—a trait that research overwhelmingly suggests as necessary for
academic success (Bandura, 1989; Cubukcu, 2008; Flippo, 2011; Nist & Simpson, 2000;
Pintrich, 1995; Pressley, 2003; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2003; Simpson et al., 2004; Weinstein,
1987; Weinstein & Hume, 1998; Zimmerman, 2002). A learner’s understanding of a learning
task precedes recognition of what the task will require for completion, and only then can
learning goals be set to accomplish the task (Weinstein, 1994a). The misconceptions study
participants experienced about implicit and explicit expectations may have been related to the
fact that most of the study participants were first-semester freshmen and therefore lacked
experience with syllabus and task analysis.

Strategy Selection and Usage

Another key finding was what participants based their strategy selection on. Each
strategy application assignment consisted of a choice between two strategies that were
explicitly taught in LTC. Each reflection included an inquiry about why a particular strategy
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was chosen; responses tended to fall into one of two camps: either the desire to try something
new or a statement about its similarity to current approaches. When future plans for strategy
usage was explored at the end of the semester, two participants—Sarah and Diane—shared that
they would continue using what they had already been using prior to LTC 102 because these
strategies “worked for them.”
Research suggests a reluctance to change study habits is one of the reasons students
may not benefit from academic support such as LTC 102 (Dembo & Seli, 2004; Perry, 1977),
though this reluctance may also be an indication that the assignment is not fully understood
(Shanahan et al., 2011; Weinstein, 1994a). Strategic learners will select strategies based on
their understanding of the task (Pintrich, 1995; Weinstein, 1994a). Only one student expressed
that a strategy was chosen because it fit the reading assignment, which reflected the
metacognitive processing characteristic of strategic learning (Baker, 2002; Baker & Brown,
1984; Flavell, 1979). Additionally, recognizing that not all texts are read the same is also an
important aspect of disciplinary literacy (Chase et al., 1994; Draper & Siebert, 2010; Holschuh
et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2011; Lee & Spratley, 2010; McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Moje,
2008; Monte-Sano et al., 2014; Sartain et al., 1982; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). This same
participant, Paul, had also shared that simply reading the chapters, as he did for the first PSY
101 exam, was not an effective approach to test-preparation and had planned to alter his
approach for the next exam. Though his scores on exams one and two had only increased from
48% to 50%, his quiz scores on the same material did increase from 40% to 100%.
It was interesting to compare individual perceptions of reading and study habits
following exam one in PSY 101 to descriptions of test-preparation later in the semester. Every
participant except for two failed the first exam; grades for the two participants who passed the
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exam were 60% and 78%. Several participants communicated that they had read the chapters
once; one participant shared that he didn’t read at all because the chapters were “too long.”
Simply reading or rereading a chapter is thought to lack the in-depth critical reading implicitly
required in college texts (Mulcahy-Ernt & Caverly, 2009; Simpson & Nist, 2000), though this
approach may have been sufficient for high school (Arendale, 2010; Culver & Morse, 2012;
NCEE, 2013; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Roueche, 1979; Williamson, 2008). By the second and
third focus groups, all of the participants reported doing more than just reading or rereading the
chapters in preparation for PSY 101 exams, indicating a possible shift in test-preparation
mindset (Yeager & Dweck, 2012). According to Simpson et al., (2004), recognizing what an
academic task requires is an essential paradigm shift.
Williamson (2008) posited that a shift in the way students read and study college texts
is essential because the text demands are different than what was required in high school:
If there is a gap between the readability of high school texts and the readability of texts
encountered in various postsecondary endeavors, then previously successful students
could still appear to be unprepared after high school simply because their reading skills
are insufficient for postsecondary texts. (p. 604)
That many of the participants reported a shift in their reading and studying for exams was an
especially important finding as it seemed to demonstrate a progression in their understanding
that an academic task precedes strategy selection (Pintrich, 1995; Simpson et al., 2004;
Weinstein, 1994a). Experts in the field of postsecondary literacy stress that employing
cognitive, metacognitive, and self-regulatory processes is reflective of strategic learning and
necessary for academic success (Baker & Brown, 1984; Kornell & Metcalfe, 2006; Nist &
Holschuh, 2000; Santa, 2006; Simpson et al., 2004; Simpson & Nist, 2000; Weinstein, 1994b).
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Before these essential learning processes can be employed, the academic task must first be
understood.

Benefits of LTC 102

The most frequently mentioned benefit of LTC 102 was the repeated exposure to and
discussion about PSY 101 material. Although this type of text review was not unique to any
one strategy, every active reading, note-taking, and rehearsal strategy incorporated the
metacognitive aspects of monitoring comprehension and regulating learning—both of which
are important aspects of effectively understanding course materials (Baker, 2002; Baker &
Brown, 1984; Flavell, 1979; Nist & Holschuh, 2000; Nist & Simpson, 2000, Santa, 2006).
These processes were reinforced throughout the semester in LTC 102 and were recognized by
participants as beneficial.
An understanding of participants’ perceptions of reading and studying in PSY 101,
including the challenges they faced, was on-going over the course of the semester. Such insight
allowed me to address student concerns through what Tomlinson (2014) referred to as
“differentiated” or academically responsive teaching to meet specific academic needs whenever
possible, and to provide additional support and strategy recommendations as indicated. The
action research methodology provided the structure for this flexibility (Hendricks, 2013; Mills,
2003). LTC 102 discussions, individual and group interviews, and participant reflections all
provided indications of personal experiences of reading and studying in introductory
psychology. Some of the participant descriptions reflected a perception of strategy
effectiveness, though to a much greater frequency, participant descriptions were focused on the
challenges they faced in PSY 101.
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Participant descriptions of their learning processes in PSY 101 revealed misconceptions
about implicit and explicit course expectations, as was evidenced in their perceptions about
homework and their strategy selection and usage. Participants overwhelmingly found LTC 102
beneficial because of the strategy instruction and additional review of the PSY 101 material.
However, more often than not, participants described their reading and studying in PSY 101 as
challenging, which is the topic of the next research question.

RQ 2: What Academic Challenges Do Students Identify When Reading and Studying in
PSY 101?

Overall, key findings related to academic challenges that participants reported were
categorized as either in-class, which included experiences within the PSY 101 classroom, or
course-related, which included aspects outside of the PSY classroom such as text
characteristics, course requirements, and processes for independent reading and studying.

In-Class Challenges

As discussed previously in Chapter 4, participant perceptions of difficulty within the
PSY 101 classroom included lecture pace, a lack of instructor guidance for reading and
studying, and a lack of homework assignments. Lecture pace came up in nearly every focus
group and interview and appeared to be one of the biggest challenges participants faced.
Knowing how to navigate the note-taking process during lectures is essential because it is the
most common course format in college, and the pace of the lecture will be set by the lecturer
(McKeachie, 2011). When students have difficulty keeping up with the lecture pace, strategies
to make their lecture notes more comprehensive are essential. However, only two participants
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reported that they notated where information was missed in their lecture notes (through the use
of a cell phone picture of slides or a line drawn in the notes indicating missing information).
Their claims regarding pace were supported by observation data. As stated earlier, to verify
participants’ claims about lecture pace, I took notes during a PSY 101 lecture and also
experienced difficulty keeping up with the pace.
As is typical for a lecture-based course, students were expected to study independently
(Cartolari et al., 2013; McKeachie, 2011; NCEE, 2013). In PSY 101, students were told that
not all of the material covered in the text would be covered in the lectures, which implied that
they would be responsible for independently studying the text. Strategies for helping students
prepare for an upcoming exam were recommended during four of the five classrooms
observations I conducted. However, these suggestions all focused on strategies that are
considered surface-level or weak (Mulcahy-Ernt & Caverly, 2009; Simpson & Nist, 2000). For
example, one instructor stated, “I encourage all of you to reread.” Another instructor told
students, “So read your books.” The third instructor went a bit further and included, “You need
to be reading the book and to be looking at the practice questions.” A fourth instructor did
remind students that six of the exam questions would be from the course textbook did not
explicitly recommend students complete the practice questions. Again, the expectation seemed
to be that students would understand the implication, but none of the study participants reported
practice questions being suggested—or voluntarily completing the practice questions.
A lack of concrete suggestions for test-preparation from the PSY instructor seemed to
imply a perspective that students knew how to prepare for exams. However, a review of the
literature strongly suggests that many students do not (Cubukcu, 2008; Duffy et al., 1987;
Holschuh, 2000; Kornell & Metcalfe, 2006; Proctor et al., 2006; Yip, 2009). There is a greater
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expectation for self-reliance in reading and studying at the college level, (Maxwell, 1997;
Weinstein, Dierking, Husman, Roska, & Powdrill, 1988), yet study participants seemed to find
this implicit expectation a significant challenge.
Participants expressed frustration about not receiving more guidance from their
instructors. One of the participants attributed her instructor’s lack of availability as a resource
for study strategy guidance to the fact that PSY 101 instructors were graduate students “busy
with their own studies.” And according to Buskist et al. (2002), most introductory psychology
instructors are graduate students. However, some of the expectations for instructor guidance
seemed to reflect an underlying need to develop more independent study habits with less
reliance on the instructor. For example, when I asked how well participants were keeping up
with the Learning Curves assignments, both Joseph and Robert shared that they had not
completed them because their teachers “didn’t stress it.” This prompted a discussion about the
importance of using the syllabus as the resource for assignments rather than depending on the
instructor to provide reminders.
Many of the challenges reported by participants took place outside of the PSY
classroom. These will be discussed next.

Course-Related Challenges

Course-related challenges that participants identified included the course text features
and course requirements. Overall, participants found the text “too long and boring,” difficult to
understand, and filled with challenging vocabulary. The potential for discipline-specific texts
like the one used in PSY 101 to be challenging for students is well documented (Jetton & Lee,
2012; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Rado et al., 2011; Sartain et al., 1982; Steuer, 1996; Weinstein,
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2006). Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) proposed that the literacy demands continue to increase
in difficulty and become substantially more specialized as students progress through school,
which further supports the need for instructors to incorporate literacy instruction into the
disciplinary curriculum (Bain, 2007). But in reality, this is not the norm and study participants
expressed frustration with the literacy demands of PSY 101.
My review of the literature revealed several reasons why reading and studying in
introductory psychology was challenging for students. For one, psychology is a field with
multiple epistemologies and disciplinary foci (Myers, 2014). Secondly, the language of the
discipline required a greater conceptual understanding than simple memorization would have
accomplished (Sartain et al. 1982). Specialized vocabulary was identified by the NCEE (2013)
as presenting a significant challenge for college students. Third, the course text required a
paradigmatic mode of inquiry (Steuer, 1996), including a sophisticated text structure that
frequently required background knowledge for understanding, which likely had not been
learned or required before their enrollment in college courses (NCEE, 2013; Nist & Simpson,
2000; Rado et al., 2011; Weinstein, 2006). These factors all contributed to the difficulty
participants experienced with the PSY 101 text.
In addition to the text, participants also reported that the required test preparation
assignments where students were provided a number of practice questions, referred to as
“Learning Curves,” were not helpful. And despite the number of points assigned to completing
these online practice exercises (120 out of the total 407 possible points in PSY 101), many
participants believed that neither the importance nor the weight of these were stressed by their
PSY 101 instructors. It is difficult to ascertain whether being inexperienced at reading and
deciphering a course syllabus contributed to this lack of awareness regarding the Learning
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Curves, but such is the nature of self-reporting. When the topic of Learning Curves came up
during two of the focus groups, most of the participants seemed surprised that these
assignments counted for almost 30% of their PSY 101 grade. Interestingly, it should be noted
that according to the Coordinator of Introductory Psychology in a follow-up meeting, the
Learning Curves did not seem to aid in exam preparation and would not be used in subsequent
semesters.
Table 17 summarizes participants’ perceptions of course-related challenges. These data
were originally presented in Tables 15 and 16 as part of the final course reflections (in the
previous chapter), but for ease of alignment with research question 2, Table 17 highlights just
the biggest challenges identified in PSY 101.
Table 17
Biggest Challenges in PSY 101
Participant
Antoine
Brooke
Daniel
Diane
James
Joseph
Mandee
Paul
Sarah
Tony

Biggest Challenge(s) Reported
Length of chapters in text
Understanding text and remembering information
Keeping up with assignments, interpreting exam questions
Staying focused
Identifying important information
Remembering material for the exam
Amount of information, length of text chapters
Identifying important information
Length of chapters, staying on task
Staying on task, remembering information, and keeping
up with assignments

As noted in Table 17, the course text was a factor in almost every challenge mentioned
by participants. These difficulties are consistent with the findings in the literature related to
reading and studying in psychology and other challenging disciplines (Chase et al., 1994;
NCEE, 2013; Nist & Simpson, 2000; Rado et al., 2011; Roberts et al., 1990; Sartain et al.,
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1982; Steuer, 1996; Wambach, 1998). Research has shown that the language specific to a
discipline (Chase et al., 1994; Draper et al., 2010; Sartain et al., 1982), the characteristics of the
text (Draper et al., 2010; Fang, 2012; Hynd et al., 2004; Jetton & Lee, 2012; Moje, 2008;
Steuer, 1996), and the volume of reading (Chase et al., 1994; Nist & Simpson, 2000;
Wambach, 1998) all contribute to the level of difficulty students face in their general education
coursework. Surprisingly, during week 15, all but one participant shared that they were worried
about failing PSY 101, thus epitomizing the challenges they faced throughout the semester.
RQ 3: What Are Students’ Perceptions Regarding the Transfer of Reading and Study Strategies
from LTC 102 to PSY 101?

A focus on transfer was essential in a reading and study strategies course that
endeavored for students to apply them to their future academic tasks (Holschuh & Aultman,
2009; Mayer & Wittrock, 1996; Simpson et al., 2004; Simpson & Nist, 2000; Stahl et al.,
1992). During each focus group and interview, I questioned participants about which strategies
they were using in PSY 101, and also was able to examine their immediate transfer via their
strategy application assignments for LTC that were applied to the PSY 101 text. Successful,
immediate transfer of strategies may suggest a greater likelihood of their continued usage,
especially when paired with students’ perceptions of usefulness of particular strategies
following their participation in a reading and study strategies course like LTC 102, which was
structured around the principles for facilitating transfer as outlined by Simpson et al. (2004)—
explicit instruction in procedural, conditional, and metacognitive awareness of strategies (see
Chapter 3 for additional discussion of these principles).
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The final course reflections inquired about the strategy or strategies participants found
most effective and thus intended to transfer to other contexts. The two most frequently
mentioned strategies were S-RUN-R and Cornell notes, each noted four times, followed by
PILLAR, which was noted most effective three times. T-notes, summarization, and outline
notes were noted as most effective by two participants, followed by one effectiveness vote for
SQ3R, concept cards, and PORPE. All participants except for one stated they planned to
continue using at least one of the strategies they learned in LTC 102 during their next academic
semester.
Encouraging participants to reflect about future transferability of strategies—regularly
considered throughout the study—was fostered in a few different ways. For one, each reflection
essay that accompanied strategy application assignments prompted participants to consider how
they might adapt the strategy for future use to make it more effective and in what other subject
matter the strategy might be beneficial. Secondly, participants were directly asked which
strategies they intended to continue using. And finally, self-designed strategies encouraged
participants to demonstrate intent to transfer by identifying a future discipline in which the
strategies they developed could be useful. These prompts were meant to encourage
consideration for future transfer/use of strategies.
All of the participants except for one articulated plans for continued use of at least one
of the strategies learned in LTC 102. Not surprisingly, almost all of the participants said the
strategy (ies) they planned to use in subsequent semesters were the same ones they found most
beneficial when I asked them earlier in the semester (See Table 9 in Chapter 4). In contrast,
Diane stated that she planned to continue what was working for her—using colors and codes—
which was a strategy she had described earlier and had been using for some time. The process
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Diane shared was very similar to those discussed in context of the text-coding strategy, which
may indicate previous exposure or instruction in a comparable strategy. This seemed to indicate
a reluctance to change.
For the self-designed strategy, all of the participants except for Daniel and Karl, who
chose not to complete the final assignment (and subsequently failed LTC 102), incorporated at
least two of the reading and study strategies learned in LTC 102 into a newly constructed,
original strategy that could be applied to a specific, future general education course. Again,
although this is no guarantee of future transfer, it did imply participants’ current plan to do so.

RQ 4: In What Ways Do Students Describe Their Understanding of Disciplinary Literacy as It
Relates to Psychology?
Disciplinary literacy, defined earlier as “An emphasis on the knowledge and abilities
possessed by those who create, communicate, and use knowledge within the discipline”
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012, p. 8), will by definition vary according to each particular
discipline. The disciplinary literacy practices unique to psychology did not seem to be
addressed by the PSY 101 instructor or the text, though it was a concept strongly emphasized in
LTC 102. Shanahan et al. (2011) suggested that the absence of disciplinary literacy instruction
may be due to a lack of knowledge about how to teach these specialized literacy needs. It is
impossible to speculate how such instruction might have impacted participants’ ability to
develop sufficient vocabulary knowledge and text comprehension, two of the text-related
challenges they identified, but it seems likely that a lack thereof might have contributed to the
challenges participants experienced.
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The aspects of PSY 101 that participants expressed difficulty with were all related to
literacy practices. The language of psychology, which participants were exposed to both orally
(in lectures) and in written form (the text), was challenging for most of them. One of the
participants summed up his experience with the vocabulary in the psychology text like this: “I
can know the definition but still don’t really understand.” According to Sartain et al. (1982),
this apparent paradox may be due to students’ lacking receptive communication skills to
understand college-level disciplinary texts and lectures. But before students can delve into
unique disciplinary literacy practices, they need to first understand that they will not read and
study for each discipline in the same manner.

Discussion
This action research project endeavored to examine students’ perspectives about reading
and studying in introductory psychology while co-enrolled in LTC 102. This section will
proceed as follows. First, gaps in the literature will be correlated with findings from this study
including disciplinary focus, course structure, mode of exploring study strategy usage, and
methodology. Next, contributions to the field of postsecondary literacy will be presented,
followed by implications for practice.

Addressing Gaps in the Literature

Disciplinary literacy, though not always the term used for that concept, has been the
focus of multiple studies over the years (Bain, 2007; Chase et al., 1994; Holschuh, 2000; Hynd
et al., 2004; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). However, each of these was focused on other
challenging disciplines. History-related literacies were examined most frequently (Bain, 2007;
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Chase et al., 1994; Hynd et al., 2004; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008); followed by disciplinary
literacies in the sciences (Chase et al., 1994; Holschuh, 2000; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).
Two studies that focused on multiple disciplines also included English (Chase et al., 1994) and
math (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). No studies were located that examined the disciplinary
literacy practices in psychology using an action research methodology.
Though the scholarship on the use of study strategies in postsecondary education is
extensive, instrumentation in my study deviated from much of the research in this area. Proctor
et al. (2006) and Yip (2009) both utilized the LASSI (Weinstein & Palmer, 2002) and GPAs as
a means of examining effectiveness of study strategies. Cubukcu (2008) used an experimental
design and relied on pre- and post-test comparison. Thomas and Barksdale-Ladd (2000)
exclusively used metacognitive journals and audio-taped think-alouds. Kornell and Metcalf
(2006) utilized qualitative measures but no explicit reports of contextualization of strategy
instruction. None of the studies described above specifically examined metacognition, selfregulation and study strategy usage from a student’s perspective while co-enrolled in an
introductory psychology course.
In research related to instructional approaches similar to the paired course model,
course pairings were referred to as adjunct (Commander & Smith, 1995; Schaefer & Hopper,
1991; Simpson & Rush, 2003), companion (Edgecombe, 2011), corequisite (Vandal, 2014),
embedded (McWilliams & Allan, 2014), fused (Kellner & Paulson, 2006; Mallery & Bullock,
1985) or linked (Cargill & Kalikoff, 2007). Though several of these studies focused on course
pairings that included introductory psychology (Brothen & Wambach, 2004; Bullock et al.,
1987; Cargill & Kalikoff, 2007; Stallworth-Clark et al., 2000), none of them examined student
perspectives of the challenges they faced while reading and studying in psychology.
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The final gap that was identified in the related literature was in the use of action
research to examine implementation of the paired course model. None of the studies I reviewed
examined reading and studying in psychology through action research. At a local, no studies
have been conducted at Midwestern University that specifically examined literacy practices in
introductory psychology, through course pairing or otherwise.
The next sections will present general contributions to the field of postsecondary
transitional literacy (PSTL), followed by implications for practice and recommendations for
changes to be considered when implementing the paired course model.

Contributions to the Field of Postsecondary Transitional Literacy

Findings from this action research project contributed to the field of postsecondary
transitional literacy in several ways. First, this research provided support for the contextdependent nature of learning in college (Armstrong & Reynolds, 2011; Chase et al., 1994;
Draper & Siebert, 2010; Perin et al., 2014; Sartain et al., 1982; Simpson et al., 2004), which
points to the need for contextualization of reading and study strategies with an emphasis on
disciplinary literacy. Second, this research accentuated the importance of fostering strategic,
self-regulated learning in reading and study strategy courses (Bandura, 1989; Dembo & Seli,
2004; Flippo, 2011; Hodges et al., 2001; Holschuh, 2000; Pintrich, 1995; Pressley, 2003;
Proctor et al., 2006; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2003; Simpson et al., 2004; Simpson & Nist, 2000;
Weinstein & Hume, 1998; Zimmerman, 2002). Third, this study highlighted the importance of
a focus on flexible use and transfer of reading and study strategies (Holschuh & Aultman,
2009; Mayer & Wittrock, 1996; McKeown et al., 2009; Simpson et al., 2004; Simpson & Nist,
2000; Stahl et al., 1992; Weinstein, 1987), despite the inability to assess long-term transfer
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within the study’s parameters. Fourth, this study also highlighted challenges students face when
reading and studying in the field of psychology (Bullock et al., 1987; Cargill & Kalikoff, 2007;
Fields & Cosgrove, 2000; Myers, 2014; Roberts et al., 1990; Sartain et al., 1982; Steuer, 1996),
as well as supporting the use of the paired course model as a way of addressing those
challenges (Arendale & Ghere, 2005; Boylan & Saxon, 2005; Bullock et al., 1987; Chase et al.,
1994; Commander & Smith, 1995; Dimon, 1988; Mallery & Bullock, 1985; McWilliams &
Allan, 2014; Stahl et al., 1992; Stahl et al., 1996). Noticeably absent in the literature were
studies that examined students’ perceptions of reading and studying in introductory
psychology, action research projects in PSTL, and research at Midwestern University that
focused on paired courses or introductory psychology; these all represent gaps in the research
to which this study uniquely contributes.
Most immediately applicable are the implications for future practice that were gleaned
from this study; these will be discussed next.

Implications for Practice

The action research approach enabled me to examine a new instructional approach in
order to make informed improvements. Because research was conducted in a natural context,
use of the paired course model was examined at the same time the approach was first
implemented. Simply put, action research provided an important link between research and
practice throughout this study.
Findings yielded a number of insights into the ways a reading and study strategies
course can help students be successful in PSY 101. Table 18 outlines both the challenges
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participants faced in their introductory psychology class and the approaches that can be taken.
Additional discussion will follow.
Table 18
Addressing Challenges in PSY 101 with the Paired Course Model
PSY 101 Challenge

LTC 102 Approach

High expectations for
independent learning
Lack of clarity about
assignments
“No homework”

In-class study groups

Attendance not taken
Fast-paced lectures
Difficult text
Difficult to remember
information from text
Students lack learning
strategies
Passive reading is common

Strategy selection resistant to
change
Challenging vocabulary
Difficult exams
Implicit expectation that
students know how to study

Course/text/syllabus analysis
PSY chapters assigned for strategy
application assignments
Discussion of implicit expectations
Additional review of material and practice
with note-taking strategies
Additional unpacking of text
Multiple strategy applications encourage
multiple readings
Discipline-appropriate strategies
Foster a conceptual understanding of
metacognition, metacomprehension,
schema, and epistemological beliefs
Variety of strategies are assigned to PSY
101 text
Vocabulary strategies and quizzes
Practice exams given in class
Teach students how to be successful
through active reading, note-taking,
rehearsal, and test preparation strategies

As is demonstrated by Table 18, many of the challenges that students faced while
reading and studying in introductory psychology could be effectively addressed in LTC 102.
Students were confronted with high expectations for independent learning in PSY 101, as was
evidenced in the need for them to recognize explicit and implicit course requirements. Some of
these implicit expectations included regularly attending class so that notes could be taken
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during lectures; scheduling chapter readings on their own because these were not directly
assigned; independently keeping up with course requirements; and possessing effective
strategies for active reading, note-taking, test preparation, and learning vocabulary.
Recognizing the challenges that students faced in this common general education course
informed the curricular approach in LTC 102. Implications for instruction gleaned from this
action research project directly relate to the difficulties participants experienced during their coenrollment period. Incorporating additional review of PSY 101 material was essential because
participants were just learning how to read and study at the college level. This finding was
consistent with the research conducted by the NCEE (2013); many students begin college
lacking the strategies for reading disciplinary texts and therefore require instruction in how to
successfully navigate these texts. Learning and practicing strategies that were appropriate for
the disciplinary text and lectures encouraged declarative, procedural, and conditional
knowledge as outlined by Simpson et al. (2004). The course analysis assignment in LTC
exposed participants to a way to analyze a course’s syllabus and text and challenged them to
reflect on what will be necessary for academic success (Armstrong & Reynolds, 2011;
Simpson, 1996). These evidence-based implications can be incorporated into future course
pairings.

Implications from Unanticipated Findings

The novelty of offering a new instructional approach implies that findings should be
considered preliminary, followed by additional research to support claims and examine aspects
not conceptualized in the original study. Given the nature of open-ended questioning, semistructured interviews, and qualitative research in general, my instructional plans, data
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collection, and analysis were held with a loose grip in order to allow for participants’ academic
needs to inform both the curriculum and the study (Caro-Bruce, 2002; Hendricks, 2013; Herr &
Anderson, 2015; Mills, 2003). However, there were unexpected and unpredicted outcomes that
should be mentioned here.
For example, the original intent was to have the mastery assessments in LTC 102
coincide with the quizzes in PSY 101 so that participants were benefitting from studying in
both courses for the same chapters (see Course Contexts in Chapter 3 for additional discussion
about assignments). However, PSY 101 and LTC 102 sections did not coincide with one
another, which meant that participants were not attending lectures on the same chapters at the
same times, nor were they preparing for the same quiz at the same time. One of the results of
this inconsistency was participants being assessed on subject matter in LTC that had not been
lectured on in their PSY course. To compensate, participants were invited to skip quiz
questions corresponding to chapters that were not yet discussed in order to avoid assessment on
unfamiliar content, though this added another layer to my assessment of their mastery of PSY
101 material. As discussed earlier, each mastery assessment presented quiz questions, three
from each chapter assessed on the corresponding PSY exam. Students were originally supposed
to choose one short answer question from each chapter, but when the chapter coverage did not
overlap, participants were directed to answer a total of three questions and only needed to
choose from the chapters that were already covered in their PSY 101 section. One outcome of
this misalignment was the inability to directly compare or correlate mastery assessments with
specific quizzes. Still, this discovery did shed light on considerations that should be taken into
account in future course pairings with regards to mastery assessment content.
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Another unexpected occurrence during the study was the inaccessibility of comparative
data for non-participant freshmen who were also enrolled in PSY 101. My original goal was to
compare exam scores and final grades of all first-year college students enrolled in PSY 101
during the Fall 2013 semester. Although such comparative data would not necessarily be
generalizable or definitive, these would have provided a glimpse of the effectiveness of using a
paired course model when compared to traditional enrollment in PSY 101. Unfortunately, exam
scores and final grades were not organized according to class rank in the psychology
department, so an attempt to compare these data with my participants would have resulted in
comparing outcome measures of every class rank—including students who have had the benefit
of reading and study strategy experience that most of my participants did not have. Hence, no
comparisons could be made. Close collaboration with individual instructors might facilitate this
type of comparison.
The quest to improve academic achievement in college courses such as PSY 101, where
roughly half of the enrolled students fail most of the exams (Coordinator of Introductory
Psychology, 2013), was justifiable, but how to effectively accomplish this was not quite as
obvious. Hynd-Shanahan (2013) offered a possible explanation for high failure rate in courses
like PSY 101: “Disciplinary literacy instruction likely won’t happen without true collaboration”
(p. 96). Though communication with the Coordinator of Introductory Psychology took place
throughout the planning, implementing, and reflecting on the paired course approach, “true
collaboration” was not possible. Every participant attended a different session of PSY 101,
which meant there were 11 different instructors lecturing on the subject matter. A stronger
partnership with the psychology department might have altered the findings of this study.
Additional discussion about this and other recommendations follow.
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Recommendations for Changes to the Paired Courses

A benefit of approaching this study through action research was to identify, reflect on,
and implement changes that would improve instruction—both during the Fall 2013 semester
and in future course pairings. Findings suggest the following recommendations for changes to
future implementations of the paired course model.
1. The first recommended change for using the paired course model is to include regular
study groups. Participants were asked how LTC 102 might have been more beneficial;
overwhelmingly, the feedback I received was for additional review of the PSY 101 material.
Several participants stated they would have also benefitted from study groups, either led by me
or another student. In addition to PSY 101 course material, based on the evidence collected in
this study, clarification and review of course requirements contained in the syllabus would have
also been beneficial.
2. The second recommended change is to include regular reviews of PSY 101
assignments. During almost every LTC class session, focus group, and interview, a need arose
for me to provide clarification regarding assignments, grades, or some non-academic aspect of
their introductory psychology course. While I expected a lot of discussions about PSY 101—as
is the nature of paired courses—I found the extensive need for explanations quite surprising.
For example, in all three focus groups, the topic of specific PSY 101 requirements came up.
Even in the third focus group, which took place during week 15, I reviewed the number of
points allotted to the Learning Curve assignments. During the transcription process for focus
group three, I reflected in my research journal that I should have stressed the point distribution
in PSY 101 even more than I did, because by week 15, there was little the students could have
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done to impact their grades. I wondered how many other students were unclear about the
weight of each assignment in PSY 101 and other general education courses. Because every
PSY 101 assignment was not unpacked (and revisited throughout the semester), to what extent
were their final grades affected? As students become more accustomed to seeking this
information out in their syllabi throughout their college career, there will be fewer surprises
about point distribution and course requirements, but learning this college “skill” is a process
that develops over time for many students.
3. A third recommended change is to stress the importance of reviewing the PSY 101
syllabus throughout the semester. One of the participants remarked during week 15, “I never
look at my syllabus.” When I asked him how he knew about the assignments; he said he asked
either the teacher or another student. I didn’t specifically ask the participants how often they
looked at their syllabi, but if I had, it may have been very telling. Thus, as an LTC 102
instructor, I will include more frequent inquiries about explicit and implicit expectations stated
in content-course syllabi to reinforce the need for regular re-examination.
4. Another recommended change is the inclusion of learning logs as an additional data
source. Learning logs would provide more frequent opportunities for students to share specific
challenges that could be addressed immediately—a potential benefit especially during test
preparation. Opportunities for academic support would not be limited to class time.
Also referred to as diaries, learning logs are useful in the study of reading and study
strategies (Smith & Keller, 1993). The use of learning logs as a self-reflection tool has a long
precedence (see Kellner, 2011; Sartain et al., 1982; Simpson, 2008; Smith & Stahl, 1993;
Zimmerman & Paulsen, 1995). According to Smith and Stahl (1993), there are a number of
advantages to using this type of instrumentation. First, when participants can reflect on their
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reading and study strategies in natural contexts, their entries are likely to be more authentic
when compared to a more structured setting. A second advantage is that entries can be used to
complement and triangulate interview/focus group data. Third, logs allow for immediate
reflection. And finally, learning logs allow for “a wealth of data requiring few subjects” (Smith
& Stahl, 1993, p. 105). Zimmerman and Paulsen (1995) also noted that written logs could be
used as a means of recording aspects related to academic performance.
5. The final recommended change is to pair the reading and study strategies course with
a single section of PSY 101. Though the paired course model used in this study was informed
by an expert in psychology, future communication with individual PSY 101 instructors should
emphasize two important tasks: first, to foster more communication with LTC 102 instructors,
and second, to inform their understanding of disciplinary literacy—and ultimately their
instruction. I believe the educational experience of students enrolled in paired courses would be
enriched by such a partnership. This recommended change also represented a limitation of this
study.
Many challenges arose from pairing LTC 102 with an unlimited number of PSY 101
sections. One challenge was a lack of alignment of chapter topics across PSY 101 sections. If
the curricula of the paired courses were aligned, review of PSY material could have been
appropriately timed. As it turned out, the multiple sections in which participants were enrolled
did not coincide with one another in terms of lecture topics, chapter coverage, and quiz and
exam dates; this made chapter reviews very difficult. Mastery assessments, which provided
participants with practice PSY 101 quiz questions, sometimes reflected chapters that had not
yet been lectured on.
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Addressing disciplinary literacy practices would have been facilitated by pairing LTC
102 with a single section of PSY 101. However, because the curriculum in LTC 102 could not
keep pace with all of the sections participants were enrolled in, sometimes our discussion
topics, designed to foster a better understanding of disciplinary literacy practices in psychology,
were about topics that some students had not studied yet. As a result, it was difficult to select
specific content for instruction.
A lack of collaboration with individual instructors also restricted the action research
cycle. As an action-researcher, reflections and evaluations are meant to cycle back into
planning and future action. For example, co-enrollment could provide opportunities for reading
and study strategies to be encouraged by PSY 101 instructors, and current course content—the
same for all students—could be used for strategy instruction in LTC 102. When I consider the
future of paired courses in light of Hynd-Shanahan’s (2013) recommendation for true
collaboration, it seems very likely that pairing LTC 102 with a single section of PSY 101 might
yield very different results.

Limitations of the Study

Although this qualitative action research project revealed important information about
perceptions of reading and studying in introductory psychology throughout participation in a
paired course model, there were a number of limitations to this study that impacted the findings
and should be considered in future paired course endeavors. Some of these limitations could be
addressed by pairing a single section of both PSY 101 and LTC 102; however, the small
number of participants in this study limits the generalizability of findings and should be taken
into account.
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To begin with, an action research approach seemed to provide the ideal methodology
for launching a new instructional approach. The flexible, cyclical structure allowed the freedom
to meet individual academic needs as they arose. However, the extent to which the curriculum
was able to remain responsive to learner needs was complicated by the number of different
sections of PSY 101 for which to be responsive. The multiple course schedules, test and quiz
dates, and chapter coverage in lectures in the various sections made it impossible to fully
address all of the academic needs as they arose for each student. This presented a limitation for
both teacher and researcher.
A second limitation was offering the paired course to first-semester freshmen. That 25%
of the participants failed both PSY 101 and LTC 102 suggested that some of these students
might have performed better in one or both of these classes if the study had been conducted
during a semester other than their first. This finding is supported by Commander and Smith
(1995), who suggested that course pairings should probably not begin with the most difficult
general education courses for new college students. Providing students the opportunity to
acclimate to college life and allowing time for the necessary adjustments in time management
and independent learning might have yielded different outcomes. Further research should take
class rank into consideration, if possible.
A third limitation was the result of my dual role in this project. As a teacher, my focus
was on how to best facilitate my students’ reading and studying in order for them to be
successful in PSY 101. It was difficult to take this hat off when endeavoring to research my
practice during this study; thus, as academic needs surfaced during data collection, the teacher
in me always trumped, sometimes to the detriment of collecting data. For example, the focus on
data collection during some individual and group interviews shifted when the need for
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additional guidance or instruction arose. Setting aside the protocol occurred most frequently
during individual interviews; the one-on-one atmosphere seemed to provide a comfortable
forum for sharing individual challenges participants were facing in PSY 101. I stand behind the
claim that this is both the nature and value of action research, despite its limitation to data
collection.
Fourth, because the study was conducted during a single semester, it was impossible to
examine either long-term transfer of learning strategies or changes in participants’ perceptions.
Thus, this limitation also implies a recommendation for future study.
A fifth limitation was one of bias. Because this study was conducted by one who
maintained dual roles of teacher and researcher, interpretations of findings may have been
impacted by bias from either or both roles. A priori categories were necessary because I was
specifically looking at students’ perceptions about learning experiences and challenges in PSY
101.
A final limitation has to do with the intended disciplinary literacy focus. The reality is
that discussion about disciplinary literacy seemed to have little or no part in the introductory
psychology classroom. Participants reported that PSY 101 lectures left little or no time for
discussions or questions. Likewise, I observed no discussion about literacies specific to
studying in the discipline of psychology, nor did participants report any such discussions. This
was not a surprising finding in a survey course like PSY 101 and does not imply that
disciplinary literacy practices are not covered in upper level psychology courses, but this
conceptual focus did not fit into the parameters of my study.
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Recommendations for Future Study

Results of this study lend support for the use of the paired course model and hold
relevance for current educational practice and for future research. However, because this study
explored an initial implementation of a new instructional approach at Midwestern University,
results should be considered preliminary and should be used as a stimulus for further research
examining the paired course model. Following is a listing of recommendations for possible
research studies.
1. Disciplinary literacy, including epistemological traits, was one of the theoretical
foundations through which reading and studying in PSY 101 was examined. My
recommendation for addressing discipline-specific literacy issues more extensively than this
study was able to within available parameters is informed by the principles outlined in the
Decoding the Disciplines Model (Middendorf, 2004). As discussed in Chapter 2, disciplinary
experts outlined ways in which student success within a particular discipline could be
supported. These steps included the identification of difficult areas within a course, exploring
and modeling disciplinary experts’ approaches to knowledge construction in those areas,
assessing students’ ability to overcome identified areas, and sharing those results with the
academic community.
An example of when identification of difficult course content as suggested by
Middendorf (2004) might have been especially valuable was with the chapters in the
psychology text that discuss concepts related to the neuroscience perspective (Myers, 2014). .
The Coordinator of Introductory Psychology reported that for many years, the majority of
students consistently fail the first exam that covers these concepts. The same was true for the
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participants. Although other variables might be correlated with exam performance, these
statistics may also reflect a lack of schema, which can have a substantial impact on one’s
ability to comprehend and remember (Anderson & Pearson, 2002; Weinstein, 1994a). Thus,
additional concept instruction, followed by explicit modeling of literacy approaches related to
neuroscience, could improve first exam scores. Research and current findings both suggest a
more intensive focus on disciplinary literacy practices in psychology can only be beneficial for
students, but this projection would need to be researched.
2. Another area of future study could control for the effects of being new to the college
campus. The extent to which results of pairing these courses for first semester freshmen was
influenced by a general need for adjustment to college life is difficult to determine. Research
suggests that students new to the college campus need to adjust to the reality that most of their
learning will occur outside of the classroom, which will greatly differ from what was
previously experienced in high school in terms of the breadth, depth, complexity, and amount
of reading (Fang, 2012; Jetton & Lee, 2012). Examining student perspectives about reading and
studying in introductory psychology after they have had an opportunity to adjust to those
elements of college life might provide a more accurate picture of the domains this study
focused on: the challenges they faced, the extent to which strategies were transferred, and their
understanding of disciplinary literacy as it relates to psychology. Variables related to students’
adjusting to a first semester on campus may have had an impact on results. Future research on
the impact of the paired course model may yield different outcomes if co-enrollment is only
offered to students who had an opportunity to adjust to college life.
3. Findings suggest that research should be considered on course pairings that include
co-enrollment in a reading and study strategies course and other challenging general education
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courses such as biology and history. Introductory courses in these disciplines often yield high
failure rates comparable to introductory psychology. Thus, pairing a reading and study strategy
course with other content areas needs to be examined through research.
4. Because the data were not available, this study was not able to compare the grades of
students who were co-enrolled with other students enrolled in PSY 101 but not LTC 102.
Future paired course model studies would be enhanced by the inclusion of this quantitative
data, if available.
5. Finally, the parameters of this study did not extend beyond the semester. As a result,
it was not possible to assess long term transfer of strategies to future coursework. A follow-up
study would allow for transfer of strategies to be examined beyond the immediate transfer that
was required as part of participation in this action research project. This study could be
replicated as a two-semester action research project in order to examine whether students
transferred strategy usage to courses in subsequent semesters.

Their Final Words

It seems fitting to include participants’ final words as this action research project
concludes. I emailed each of them two weeks after the end of the semester asking about their
final scores and grade in PSY 101; six out of 11 participants responded. Despite this low
response rate, final reflections about their paired course experience were valuable. Sarah, the
first to get back to me, shared her disappointment about not earning enough points for an A: “In
PSY 101 I received an 87%. I did not do well at all on the final test. This was my worst grade
of all my classes.” Diane was also disappointed: “I got a D in that class, so it just wasn’t for
me.” Brooke, the participant with whom I had the most frequent interaction outside of class
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time, did not pass PSY 101 but sounded optimistic about the upcoming semester: “I will be
retaking the PSY class next semester. I think I know how it works now and how to get ready
for the class…Thank [you] for the semester.” Robert shared similar optimism: “I ended up not
passing PSY last semester but I am taking it again and I am poised to do better this time. Thank
you.”
Two of the participants, both of whom earned a C in PSY 101, wrote about their
positive experiences during their participation in the paired courses. They emailed me a week
before the start of the subsequent spring semester, which was to be their second semester in
college. Paul, one of the most engaged students throughout the semester in terms of completing
LTC assignments, keeping me informed about his PSY scores, and contributing during all three
focus groups, shared the following: “Thank you for all your help, and for making things clear in
class. I would not have passed if I didn’t have your LTC class to help me. You’re a great
teacher.”
Tony, who shared during his interview that he was frustrated after missing his first PSY
101 quiz and earning a 2/10 on the second, and then skipped the next three class sessions while
he contemplated not returning, began turning things around by week seven enough to earn a
C—despite his slow start. He was the most outspoken and animated of the participants, often
eliciting laughs from his in-class remarks. I’m allowing him the final word here; after all, Tony
is the one who reminded me that I would never have another student like him! He wrote, “I am
looking forward to what this semester will bring and the challenges I will be faced with.
I…ended up with a C [in PSY 101] and it’s all thanks to you and your class (mostly you).”
I would like to note that one of the most inspiring aspects of this research project was
the degree to which participants were willing to share and report their successes and struggles.
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Their final correspondences serve as testaments to the importance of additional study and ongoing adaptations to the paired course model, as will be further noted in the following section.

Modifications at Midwestern University

Following this action research project, changes were instituted in both PSY 101 and
LTC 102. After sharing my findings with the Coordinator of Introductory Psychology, he made
a significant change in the course in order to alleviate the challenges students experience
related to lecture pace. Instead of four exams, beginning in 2015, course requirements will
include three exams and a project. By reducing the amount of material instructors need to
lecture on, the pace of the lectures can be adjusted.
Another significant change resulting from this project was the continuation of paired
courses. In the Spring 2015 semester, three sections of LTC 102 were paired with PSY 101.
Despite the fact that it wasn’t possible to offer a one-to-one pairing, meaning students were still
enrolled in any section of PSY 101, and there was little room for collaboration with specific
instructors, outcome measures were very favorable. In two of the three sections, every student
passed PSY 101. Some of the instructional changes that were informed by this study included
embedded study groups, frequent utilization of chapter review questions as study tools, and
regular review of PSY 101 course requirements. This second iteration of the paired course
model benefited from the perceptions about reading and studying in introductory psychology
that study participants so willingly shared.
This dissertation advanced the body of literature related to disciplinary literacy,
strategic learning, learning in introductory psychology, and use of the paired course model by
examining students’ perceptions about these areas through the lens of action research. Looking
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ahead, future iterations of paired courses hold great potential for continuing to equip students
with the strategic proficiencies they need to be successful in their college coursework.
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LTC 102 P3– College Reading and Study Strategies
Course Syllabus
Fall 2013

COURSE DESCRIPTION:
From the 2013-2014 Undergraduate Course Catalog: “Introduction to college-level reading,
learning, and study strategies, including note taking, test preparation, rehearsal, and vocabulary
development. Focus on active reading, self-monitoring, and learning with a variety of academic
texts. May be repeated to a maximum of 3 semester hours.”
BOOKS AND SUPPLIES:
 LTC 102: College Reading and Study Strategies (Armstrong, 2013), Worth Custom
Publishing edition for NIU
 Exploring Psychology (Myers, 2014), Worth Publishers, 9th edition
(NOTE: this is the same text required for your PSY 101 course)
 Access to standard school supplies (a stapler, a college-level dictionary and writer's
reference, a 3-hole punch, index cards, and Blue Books for exams)
 A flash drive or other means of storing and transporting electronic files
COURSE ORGANIZATION:
In this section of LTC 102, students will be co-enrolled in PSY 101 so they can practice
reading, learning, and study strategies that are specific to their PSY 101 course. The LTC 102
course content will include core concepts from LTC 102, a variety of strategies that will be
applied to the chapters being read in PSY 101, and discussion of the particular disciplinary
literacy practices used in psychology, as a representative of the behavioral and social sciences.
COURSE OBJECTIVES:
Students in this class can expect to
 Evaluate personal epistemologies (theories about knowledge) of learning, academic
motivation, self-discipline, and self-management based on the results of both formal and
informal assessments.
 Explain the rationale for setting academic goals and employing a time/semester management
system, and develop, use, and evaluate a goals-based system throughout the semester.
 Explain the various ways instructors convey information in class, and select, apply, and
evaluate appropriate strategies for active listening and note-taking.
 Evaluate personal academic reading and learning strategies based on the results of both formal
and informal assessments.
 Discuss the importance of building breadth and depth in both personal and academic
vocabulary, and develop, use, and evaluate strategies for mastering vocabulary.
 Describe how a unified model of academic reading that employs pre-reading, reading, and
post-reading strategies can promote effective learning, and select, apply, and evaluate such
strategies as used in various content fields.
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Describe various forms of tests employed in college classes, and select, apply, and evaluate
selected test preparations and test-taking strategies for such tests.
Describe the factors that promote active learning, and develop a personal model of learning
based upon current theories of cognition.
Describe the characteristics of successful college readers and learners, and explain why
such characteristics promote academic literacy.

GRADING:
The total number of points available for this course is 500. To pass LTC 102, you must earn a
minimum of 300 points AND place out of LTC 102 based on results of the required two-part
exit exam. The exit exam is an opportunity for students to demonstrate growth in reading
comprehension, mastery of strategies taught in LTC 102, and understanding of key course
concepts. This exam has two components: a computer-based reading assessment and a written
exam. All students who have earned at least 300 points as of the scheduled exit exam time are
eligible to take the exit exam. The exit exam is graded on a pass/no-pass basis (P/NP) and is
evaluated by a committee of LTC instructors that does not include me.
Students who do not earn at least 300 points prior to the exit exam, who do not sit for the exit
exam, or who do not place out of LTC 102 by these two exit measures, will earn an F for the
semester and will need to register for LTC 102 next semester. The following grades are
applicable to this course:
Points earned

Grade

450-500

A

400-449

B

350-399

C

300-349

D

0-299

F

COURSE POLICIES:
 Attendance and Participation: Attendance is required from the first day of the semester.
This is an intensive class; if you are not attending class, you are not actively engaged in the
ongoing discussions about academic learning strategies and literacy practices that are
necessary for successful completion of this course. This course has a strict attendance
policy, and this policy begins the first day whether you are officially registered or not.
Following are guidelines regarding unexcused and excused absences:
o Unexcused absences: There is a limit of four (4) unexcused absences for the entire
semester. If you accumulate unexcused absences beyond these limits, you will
earn an F for the semester and will be required to retake the class. Please note
that campus appointments (meetings with CHANCE counselors, advisers, financial
aid, etc.) are NOT excused absences and should therefore be scheduled outside of
class time.
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o Excused absences: In general, excused absences involve documented medical
conditions and family funerals. Signed and dated documentation from a doctor,
hospital, or funeral home must be given to me immediately (no later than the next
class meeting following the absence) or the absence will be considered unexcused.
Religious holidays may be counted as excused absences only when acknowledged
to me in advance. Please note, too, that students with excessive excused absences
will earn an F for the semester and will be required to retake the class.
o Late arrivals/early departures: Three late arrivals are counted as an unexcused
absence; the same goes for early departures. That is, if you do not attend the full
class session, you will not receive credit for attending the full class period.
o Participation: Active participation in every class session is expected in order to
ensure your success in the course. Students who are sleeping, doing other work in
class, texting, or are otherwise not participating will be asked to leave the
classroom, will receive an unexcused absence for that class period, and/or will be
asked to meet with me during office hours to discuss participation expectations.
Assignment Format: Because one of the purposes of this course is to introduce you to
standard academic writing conventions, all papers in this class must be typed, doublespaced, and in MLA/APA format using a 12-point Times New Roman (or similar) typeface
and 1” margins all around. Please realize that assignments not typed and submitted in this
format will be returned unread. All written assignments will be submitted through
Blackboard's SafeAssign as DOC or RTF documents (no WordPerfect, Works, or Open
Office files because these formats usually cannot be opened on NIU computers).
Additionally, a hard copy must be submitted at the beginning of the class period.
Late Assignments: Assignments are due prior to the beginning of class sessions whether
you attend the class or not. Even if you have an excused absence, assignments are still due
(and may be submitted electronically or in my mailbox, etc.). All assignments not received
will still be accepted, but will be considered late (a penalty applies).
o Late penalties: All assignments not received by the beginning of the class period in
which they are due will be penalized by one full letter grade (10%) per calendar day
(NO EXCEPTIONS). For example, if an assignment is due on Monday at 12:30, but
not received until Wednesday at 12:30, that assignment is two days late (two full
letter grades will be deducted). In order to avoid such penalties in cases of
technology trouble, please be sure to make a back-up copy of all assignments. In
other words, anticipate program compatibility problems, computer lab closures, or
other potential delays.
o Make-up work: Make-up mastery assessments and other in-class assignments will
be permitted only if you notify me of your absence prior to start of the class period,
and only if the absence is excused with appropriate documentation. Approved
make-up work must be completed within 48 hours of the original date. No make-up
mastery assessments will be allowed once these items are graded and returned to
other students.
Plagiarism: Plagiarism comes in two forms: intentional and unintentional. We will
discuss examples of unintentional plagiarism (i.e., missing citations, poor paraphrasing)
throughout the semester in order to raise awareness and reflect on ways to prevent this. In
addition, this course uses SafeAssign, a Blackboard plagiarism tool. Intentional plagiarism
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will not and cannot be tolerated; this includes self-plagiarism or assignment recycling either
in part or in whole. Plagiarists will be reported to the College Learning Enhancement
Director, the CHANCE Director, and the Office of Community Standards and Student
Conduct, and are subject to the consequences outlined in the Student Code of Conduct (read
the full text at http://www.niu.edu/communitystandards/pdf/SCC.PDF). NIU defines
academic misconduct as “receipt or transmission of unauthorized aid on assignments or
examinations, plagiarism, unauthorized use of examination materials, or other forms of
academic dishonesty in academic matters.” Engaging in academic misconduct will result in
a failing grade for the assignment, but could also result in a failing grade for the entire
course, and possible suspension or dismissal from the university.
Extra Credit: There are no opportunities for extra credit in this course (this is a
departmental policy).

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:








Individual/Small-Group Conferences: At certain points during the semester, we will
cancel class in order to meet individually and talk about our course topics and your progress
in the course. These conferences are required, and missing a conference counts as an
absence for that day. Unless otherwise noted, these conferences will take place in our
scheduled classroom.
Expectations: It is your responsibility to monitor your grade throughout this class. I try to
make this as easy as possible by keeping the Blackboard gradebook updated and accurate.
In addition, it is your responsibility to save all papers and paper drafts until final grades are
submitted. Also, if it is appropriate to submit an assignment electronically, you should
confirm that I received it (never assume it was received just because it was sent). Finally,
because all email through Blackboard is directed to your NIU student email account, all
students are expected to check their NIU email regularly (it is also possible to forward your
student email to a non-NIU account).
Classroom Courtesy: This is a college class, so students are expected to behave as adults.
Counterproductive, uncooperative, or immature behavior will be handled based on NIU's
policy on behavior: “When a student's behavior in a classroom, laboratory, or other formal
learning environment is such that the rights of other enrolled students to an effective
learning climate are being violated, the student shall lose the privilege of attending or
receiving credit in the class.” My goal is to maintain NIU as a productive place for the vast
majority of students who take their education seriously. For that reason, please turn off all
electronic devices, including cell phones and I-Pods, as you enter the classroom (and keep
them off for the duration of the session). If you are asked to leave the classroom for any
disruption, including texting or other inappropriate technology usage, you are required to
leave for the remainder of the class period and will earn an unexcused absence for that day.
Classroom Environment: Because we are meeting in a “Smart” classroom, please do not
bring food or drink (except for bottled water) into the classroom. Also, please be sure to
keep the classroom space clean and neat for all who use it.

RESOURCES:
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Instructor: I am your primary resource for this course. Please visit me during office hours
to discuss course topics, your progress, or other issues related to your academic success.
Tutors: Tutoring is available, both informally (with me, via email or in person) and
formally (through campus-based resources such as ACCESS). Information regarding
ACCESS can be found on the ACCESS website at http://www.tutoring.niu.edu/. In
addition, the University Writing Center can provide assistance with responding to texts in
writing (visit their website at http://uwc.niu.edu/).
Computers: There are a number of computer labs available to registered NIU students. For
a list of locations and hours, visit the ITS website at
http://www.smartclassrooms.niu.edu/its/labs/index.shtml
Blackboard: In order to help students stay better informed about this class, we will be
using the Blackboard system. This syllabus, all assignments, rubrics, important reminders
or announcements, student scores, some handouts, and a few Web links will be posted on
Blackboard. If you miss class, your first stop should be to Blackboard to retrieve any
assignments or announcements. Because Blackboard is such an essential part of this class,
it would be wise to familiarize yourself with login procedures as soon as possible and report
any problems to me immediately.
Printing: Given the University's new printing policy for students
(http://www.niu.edu/its/printing/index.shtml), I will do my best to keep required printing to
a minimum by posting assignments and other course documents on Blackboard; however, it
is your responsibility to access Blackboard frequently to stay current on course information.
Statement of Instructional Accommodations: Your success is of utmost importance to
me. If you have a disability or any other special circumstances that may have some impact
on your work in this class, and for which you may require other accommodations, please
contact me early in the semester so that the necessary accommodations may be made in a
timely manner. The NIU Disability Resource Center is located on the fourth floor of the
University Health Services (815-753-1303). This office is designated to provide services to
students with diagnosed disabilities. Considerations for accommodations in class will be
arranged upon receipt of documentation from the Disability Resource Center.
LTC 102 P3 Assignment Breakdown







Course analysis on PSY 101 (15 pts.)
Applications of strategy devices:
o active reading strategy device on Chapter 6 (15 pts.)
o written rehearsal strategy device on Chapter 1 or 2 (15 pts.)
o note-taking strategy device on Chapter 10 (15 pts.)
o test-preparation strategy device on Chapter 13 (15 pts.)
o active reading strategy device on Chapter 7 (15 pts.)
o written rehearsal strategy device on Chapter 8 (15 pts.)
o note-taking strategy device on Chapter 3 (15 pts.)
o test-preparation strategy device on Chapter 14 or 15 (15 pts.)
Study guides x 5 (8 pts. each=40 pts.)
Vocabulary notebooks x 5 (10 pts. each=50 pts.)
Mastery Assessments x 5 (35 pts. each=175 pts.)
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Self-designed strategy device presentation (50 pts.)
Self-designed strategy device explanation/reflection paper (50 pts.)

Exit Exam (P/NP)

APPENDIX B
LTC 102 ASSIGNMENT SHEETS
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LTC 102 Course Analysis
For your course analysis assignment, please write a formal essay in which you take a
close look at your PSY 101 course. Your essay should include each of the three sections below
(syllabus analysis, textbook analysis, and overall course analysis), and each section should
include information related to the questions and prompts below. Please be sure to include
appropriate paragraphing and transitions throughout the essay, and provide an original,
descriptive title.
Syllabus Analysis
According to Sellers, Dochen, and Hodges (2005), “a class syllabus is like a learning
contract. Once you have the syllabus in hand, you are responsible for all of the details contained in
it” (p. 34). For that reason, a close analysis of a course syllabus can provide much information
regarding the course's underlying purpose, goals, and expectations. This semester, we will practice
this analysis on your PSY 101 course.
For this course analysis, please examine your PSY 101 syllabus carefully, paying particular
attention to information related to expectations for the course. Using this syllabus, try to determine
the following course aspects:
 The main purpose and goals of the course
 The instructor's philosophy for the course
 The types of assignments and/or assessments (e.g., exams, quizzes, etc.)
Not all of this information will be explicit on the syllabus. That's the purpose of this
analysis—for you to practice “reading” (interpreting) different types of syllabi.
Textbook Analysis
Preview and survey the psychology textbook chapter thoroughly. Pay special attention to
the text's organization and structure. Identify the following aspects of the textbook chapter:
 The primary content (topics)
 Chapter resources (outlines, organizers, summaries, review questions, etc.)
 Vocabulary resources (bold-faced or italicized key terms, term definitions, suggested
vocabulary, etc.)
Overall Course Analysis
Now that you've analyzed the course syllabus and textbook, think about how everything fits
together. Most importantly, consider how your PSY 101 course could help you as you continue
your college career by asking the following questions:
 What do you expect to learn from your PSY 101 class?
 How does the course fit with your own goals for college success?
 How does the instructor's philosophy of the course differ from your own ideas about the
course (or how is it similar to your ideas)?
 How do the primary types of assignments/assessments for the course differ from your
preferences or past experiences (or how are they similar to your preferences or past
experiences)?
 How do the types of learning emphasized in the course differ from your preferences or
past experiences (or how are they similar to your preferences or past experiences)?
 What do you need to do to benefit from and be successful in PSY 101?
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Active Reading Strategy Device Application and Reflection
Review
The entries on Active-Reading Strategy Devices in the LTC 102 Compendium.
Read
The appropriate chapter in the Psychology 102 textbook (see the LTC 102 weekly
schedule for details).
Apply
Choose one of the active reading strategy devices from the Compendium (SQ3R, SRUN-R, PILLAR, or Text Coding). Next, read the appropriate Psychology 102 textbook
chapter, applying the chosen strategy device to the entire chapter. Be sure to focus on reading
actively and monitoring your own comprehension.
Summarize and Reflect
Next, write a one-page essay in which you describe your approach and consider how
well this active reading strategy device worked for you in this particular reading situation. In
your essay, please begin by summarizing what you did in this application:
 Which active reading strategy device did you use?
 What were the specific steps used? Please describe the specific process used in detail,
including a discussion of your metacognitive process.
Additionally, please reflect on your experience applying this strategy device in this
particular situation. As you write this part of the essay, it may be useful to keep in mind that at
the end of the semester, you will be asked to design your own strategy device.
 Why did you choose to use this particular strategy device?
 How did this strategy device compare to your current or past approach to textbook
reading?
 In which other classes would you use this strategy device? Why?
 What steps did you take to monitor your own comprehension? Specifically, what did
you do while reading to ensure that you were reading actively and comprehending the
text?
 Would this active reading strategy device be better suited to a different learning or
studying situation? If so, which one and why?
 How would you adapt this strategy device for future use? Please provide at least one
significant change you'd make.
Please write this summary and reflection as a formal essay with appropriate paragraphing and
transitions. Also, be sure to include a title and use appropriate style and formatting throughout.
To Be Submitted
 Evidence of all aspects of a thorough application of this strategy device to the entire
chapter identified above
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A one-page essay in which you reflect on your experience applying this strategy device
to the required reading

Written Rehearsal Strategy Device Application and Reflection
Review
The entries on Written Rehearsal Strategy Devices in the LTC 102 Compendium.
Read
The appropriate chapter in the Psychology 102 textbook (see the LTC 102 weekly schedule
for details).
Apply
Choose one of the written rehearsal strategy devices from the Compendium (Concept Cards
or Summarization). Next, read the appropriate Psychology 102 textbook chapter, applying the
chosen strategy device to the entire chapter. Keep in mind that your purpose for rehearsing the
material in writing is to prepare for an upcoming exam on the material in this chapter. As you read
and apply this strategy, focus on monitoring your comprehension of the concepts presented in the
textbook.
Summarize and Reflect
Next, write a one-page essay in which you describe your approach and consider how well
this written rehearsal strategy device worked for you in this particular reading situation. In your
essay, please begin by summarizing what you did in this application:
 Which written rehearsal strategy device did you use?
 What were the specific steps used? Please describe the specific process used in detail,
including a discussion of your metacognitive process.
Additionally, please reflect on your experience applying this strategy device in this particular
situation. As you write this part of the essay, it may be useful to keep in mind that at the end of the
semester, you will be asked to design your own strategy device.
 Why did you choose to use this particular strategy device?
 How did this strategy device compare to your current or past approach to written rehearsal?
 In which other classes would you use this strategy device? Why?
 What steps did you take to monitor your own comprehension? Specifically, what did you do
while reading to ensure that you were reading actively and comprehending the text?
 Would this written rehearsal strategy device be better suited to a different learning or
studying situation? If so, which one and why?
 How would you adapt this strategy device for future use? Please provide at least one
significant change you'd make.
Please write this summary and reflection as a formal essay with appropriate paragraphing and
transitions. Also, be sure to include a title and use appropriate style and formatting throughout.
To Be Submitted
 Evidence of all aspects of a thorough application of this strategy device to the entire chapter
identified above
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A one-page essay in which you reflect on your experience applying this strategy device to
the required reading

Note-Taking Strategy Device Application and Reflection
Review
The entries on Note-Taking Strategy Devices in the LTC 102 Compendium.
Read
The appropriate chapter in the Psychology 102 textbook (see the LTC 102 weekly
schedule for details).
Apply
Choose one of the note-taking strategy devices from the Compendium (Cornell Notes,
T-notes, Chart Notes, or Outline Notes). Next, read the appropriate Psychology 102 textbook
chapter, applying the chosen strategy device to the entire chapter. Keep in mind that your
purpose for taking notes is to prepare for an upcoming exam on the material in this chapter. As
you take notes, focus on monitoring your comprehension of the concepts presented in the
textbook.
Summarize and Reflect
Next, write a one-page essay in which you describe your approach and consider how
well this note-taking strategy device worked for you in this particular reading situation. In your
essay, please begin by summarizing what you did in this application:
 Which note-taking strategy device did you use?
 What were the specific steps used? Please describe the specific process used in detail,
including a discussion of your metacognitive process.
Additionally, please reflect on your experience applying this strategy device in this particular
situation. As you write this part of the essay, it may be useful to keep in mind that at the end of
the semester, you will be asked to design your own strategy device.
 Why did you choose to use this particular strategy device?
 How did this strategy device compare to your current or past approach to note-taking?
 In which other classes would you use this strategy device? Why?
 What steps did you take to monitor your own comprehension? Specifically, what did
you do while reading to ensure that you were reading actively and comprehending the
text?
 Would this note-taking strategy device be better suited to a different learning or
studying situation? If so, which one and why?
 How would you adapt this strategy device for future use? Please provide at least one
significant change you'd make.
Please write this summary and reflection as a formal essay with appropriate paragraphing and
transitions. Also, be sure to include a title and use appropriate style and formatting throughout.
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To Be Submitted
 Evidence of all aspects of a thorough application of this strategy device to the entire
chapter identified above
 A one-page essay in which you reflect on your experience applying this strategy device
to the required reading

Test-Preparation Strategy Device Application and Reflection
Review
The entries on Test-Preparation Strategy Devices in the LTC 102 Compendium.
Read
The appropriate chapter in the Psychology 102 textbook (see the LTC 102 weekly schedule
for details).
Apply
Choose one of the test-preparation strategy devices from the Compendium (Revised
Bloom's Taxonomy Anticipation Guide or PORPE). Next, read the appropriate Psychology 102
textbook chapter, applying the chosen strategy device to the entire chapter. Keep in mind that your
purpose is to prepare for an upcoming exam on the material in this chapter. As you read and apply
this strategy, focus on monitoring your comprehension of the concepts presented in the textbook.
Summarize and Reflect
Next, write a one-page essay in which you describe your approach and consider how well
this test-preparation strategy device worked for you in this particular reading situation. In your
essay, please begin by summarizing what you did in this application:
 Which test-preparation strategy device did you use?
 What were the specific steps used? Please describe the specific process used in detail,
including a discussion of your metacognitive process.
Additionally, please reflect on your experience applying this strategy device in this particular
situation. As you write this part of the essay, it may be useful to keep in mind that at the end of the
semester, you will be asked to design your own strategy device.
 Why did you choose to use this particular strategy device?
 How did this strategy device compare to your current or past approach to test-preparation?
 In which other classes would you use this strategy device? Why?
 What steps did you take to monitor your own comprehension? Specifically, what did you do
while reading to ensure that you were reading actively and comprehending the text?
 Would this test-preparation strategy device be better suited to a different learning or
studying situation? If so, which one and why?
 How would you adapt this strategy device for future use? Please provide at least one
significant change you'd make.
Please write this summary and reflection as a formal essay with appropriate paragraphing and
transitions. Also, be sure to include a title and use appropriate style and formatting throughout.
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To Be Submitted
 Evidence of all aspects of a thorough application of this strategy device to the entire chapter
identified above
 A one-page essay in which you reflect on your experience applying this strategy device to
the required reading

Self-Designed Strategy Device Application and Reflection
The purpose of this project is to provide an opportunity for you to develop your own
strategy device for learning, studying, and reading in college, and to present your work orally
(to the class) and in writing.
First, look back at all of the previous strategy device application-reflection assignments
we have completed this semester and reflect on which strategy devices worked for you, which
did not work for you, what might have worked better in those reading/studying situations, and
what might work for you in different situations (one way to initiate this is to look back on all
your reflection essays). Your goal is to develop your own strategy device that will work for
you in reading/studying for Psychology. To create this strategy device, you could choose
aspects of some of the other approaches we have discussed this semester and combine them or
build upon them—just be sure that the strategy device you develop is based on our course
readings and discussions.
There are two parts of this assignment: a presentation and a paper.
Presentation
The first part of the final assignment will be presented in class during the end of the
semester. The presentation is your opportunity to teach others the procedures and processes
related to your strategy device. These presentations are short—about four minutes long at
most—so you’ll have to prepare carefully to fit in all the following requirements:
 A visual aid that clearly illustrates an application of the strategy device
 An original, descriptive, and clever name for your strategy device
 A brief introduction (background and rationale) to your strategy device
 A brief overview of the context/purpose for the use of your strategy device
 A detailed description of the strategy device, including all the steps involved
 A conclusion that discusses how, why, when, and where this strategy device might be
useful
Please plan to share your visual aid with others in the class by using the overhead
projector/ELMO or white board.
Paper
In addition, please plan to submit a 2-3 page written explanation/reflection of your
strategy device; in this paper, you should provide in-depth explanations of aspects of the
presentation in bullets above. Beyond this, in your reflection, please respond to the following
questions:
 Why did you develop this strategy device for this learning situation?
 What do you know about the reading/studying situation you selected that makes this
strategy device appropriate?
 What was your process for developing this strategy device?
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 How does this strategy device compare to your past approaches?
 How does this strategy device compare to the approaches presented in LTC 102?
Please write this paper as a formal essay with appropriate paragraphing and transitions. Also,
be sure to include a title and use appropriate style and formatting throughout.

APPENDIX C
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1. Looking back at the semester as a whole, what have been your biggest challenges while

reading and studying in PSY 101?
2. On a scale of one to five, with five being the most difficult, how would you rate the

difficulty level of the PSY 101 text? ___________________
3. In what ways has LTC 102 impacted your reading and studying in PSY 101? (Please

give specific examples; use the back of this sheet as necessary.)
4. In what ways has your reading and studying in PSY 101 differed from your studying in

other courses?
5. Which strategies will you continue to use next semester and why?
6. How has your test preparation for PSY 101 quizzes and exams changed over the course

of the semester?
7. What types of knowledge seem to be valued in psychology, considered a behavioral and

social science? In other words, what would you say psychology as a field of study is
actually about? (Please use the back of this sheet as necessary.)

APPENDIX F
PSY 101 SYLLABUS
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PSY 101: Introduction to Psychology -- Fall 2013
Section XXXX– Meeting time: XX X:XX-X:XX
Room PM153, Psychology/Computer Science Building
David Myers. Exploring Psychology. NIU edition.
Instructor:
Office:
Worth publishers.
Email:
Office
Phone:
hours:
Purpose of course: Survey of basic psycho-physiological principles of human behavior, including the
roles of heredity, environment, development, sensory processes, perception, motivation, and emotions.
Class Sessions: Regular attendance is expected. The course is designed so that class sessions support
material presented in the textbook. In fact, the Departmental Exams are based entirely on the textbook;
whereas, lecture quizzes will only cover material presented in class. In addition, changes to the course
will typically be announced in class. There are always some changes that need to be made – you’ll miss
them if you don’t attend.
Departmental exams: The four non-cumulative exams will be given during the semester. Each exam
will contain 50 multiple-choice questions. Students must enter the classroom within 10 minutes of their
scheduled lecture start time to take the exam. If you are late, or if other events prevent you from taking
the exam, you can take a make-up exam. The make-up exam must be taken within a week of the
schedule exam. If you fail to take the exam within a week you will receive a zero for that exam. You
must contact your instructor to schedule the office hours you plan to take the make-up exam.
Quizzes: Eight short-answer quizzes over the course content will be administered during the semester.
A list of thirty potential short-answer questions will be provided for each unit. Two short-answer
questions will be selected from the list for each quiz. A correct, well-written answer will earn you five
points. Partial credit will be given as appropriate. Your two lowest quiz scores will be dropped. Makeup quizzes will not be administered. If you miss more than 2 quizzes, you will receive a zero on each
missed quiz.
Learning Curve Modules: Each chapter will have 2 Learning Curve modules assigned. A link to the
Learning Curve portal will be provided in blackboard; however, you will need to purchase the
textbook to gain access to the Learning Curve modules. If you don’t have the access code from the
textbook, you will not be able to complete these assignments. These adaptive testing modules should
be completed as an open book exam – you look up the answers in the book before responding. You will
be provided feedback for incorrect answers and a link to the eBook. After reviewing the material, you
can continue with the module. Your score on a module will depend on the percent that you complete.
For each learning curve module that you complete, you will earn 5 points. For each chapter, two
learning curve modules will be assigned. We will cover 12 chapters over the semester; therefore, you
can earn a maximum of 120 points from the Learning Curve modules.
Professional email communication: During your academic career at NIU, you will need to contact
your instructors about class assignments or content questions. In the past, we have noticed that students
do not know how to structure a professional email communication. This is frustrating for the instructor
and the student. Frequently, students do not include their name or section number. In addition, the
content of the email is so poorly written that it is difficult for the instructor to understand the student’s
request. Both issues often delay our ability to help. To ensure that all students understand how to
communicate professionally via email, you can earn 3 points by sending a professional email to your
instructor describing your long-term goals and how PSY 101 might be relevant to those goals. This
email must be received by the first exam. Here is an example to help you:
Dear [instructor’s title and last name],
I’m a student in your [Day and time of your section] PSY 101 class and wanted to provide with some
information on my career goals. After I graduate, I want to… I think this class might help by…
Sincerely, [your first and last name followed by your Zid],
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Research Requirement: The preferred way to complete this requirement is for you to participate in 4
hours, or 8 credits, of psychology experiments (1/2 hour participation = 1 credit). You will earn 24
points by doing so. You must earn all 8 credits to receive the 24 points – this is an all-or-none task. If
you earn 7 or fewer experimental credits, you will receive no points. Once you have accumulated 8
experiment credits you have the opportunity to earn extra credit points. You can do this by
participating in more research and earning more research credits. For each research credit that you
accumulate beyond the minimum requirement of 8, you will receive 3 points of extra credit. You can
earn up to 24 points of extra credit in this manner. Just to be clear, the first 8 research credits get you 24
points; each additional credit beyond 8 (up to 16 research credits total) earns an additional 3 points (a
possible maximum of 48 points).
Signing up for experiments: Log on to the following website: http://niu.sona-systems.com/. You will
receive login information at your NIU webmail near the beginning of the semester; do not register your
own account. The website will provide you with a list of available experiments, along with the locations
and meeting times. You will be able to sign up for experiments, cancel experiments, and check your
status with regards to how many points you have earned. To help you learn the SONA online system, a
manual for the system has been included in the introduction of your textbook. Make sure you arrive on
time, or early, for all experiments you sign up for. After you have completed the experiment, you will be
given a slip as proof of your participation in the experiment. Please keep them as back-up proof of your
participation. Only 5 of your research credits can be earned from experiments that are administered
online. The SONA system will track your participation in online studies and will automatically prevent
you from signing up for more than 5 credits of online studies. The rest of your credits can be earned by
participating in departmental laboratory research conducted in the NIU Psychology Building or at the
NIU Center for the Study of Family Violence & Sexual Assault.
Missing an experiment: If you sign up for an experiment and do not show up, or if you are late for the
experiment, you will not earn experimental credit. If you do not contact the experimenter about your
absence, you will lose one experimental credit. Also, you may not participate in the same experiment
twice.
Another option: You may choose not to participate in experiments due to legitimate moral concerns or
religious concerns. You may also be too young to participate (you must be 18 years of age or older). If
you choose not to participate in the experiments, please see me during the first week of the semester. We
will discuss the alternative to participation in experiments, which involves a series of writing
assignments. These assignments ask you to read research reports from the professional literature and to
write about them.
Topics

Chapters

The Science of Psychology

1

The Biological Perspective
Sensation and Perception

2
6

Quiz 1: Quiz 2:
Learning Curve modules due & Exam 1:
Development Across the Lifespan
4
Motivation and Emotion
10
Social Psychology

13

Quiz 3: Quiz 4:
Learning Curve modules due & Exam 2:

Grades will be based on the
following:
Departmental exams (50 points
each)
Lecture quizzes (10 points each)
Learning curve modules (5
points each)
Research requirement
Professional email
Total points possible
Grade Scale will not include
plus/minus
A=366 and up (90 - 100%)
B=325-365 (80 – 89%)
C=285-324 (70 – 79%)

200
60
120
24
3
407
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Learning
Memory
Cognition

7
8
9

Quiz 5: Quiz 6:
Learning Curve modules due & Exam 3:
Consciousness
3
Psychological Disorders
14
Psychological Therapies
15
Quiz 7: Quiz 8:
Learning Curve modules due & Exam 4:

D=244-284 (60 – 69%)
F=243 and under (Below 59%)

APPENDIX G
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INSTRUCTOR
Instructor’s copy of the
course text(s) is in
within view
Course text(s) is
directly referenced

Yes

No

N/A

Frequency

Comments

Text
organization/structure is
mentioned or explained
Disciplinary literacy
practices of psychology
are mentioned or
explained
A course reading
assignment is provided
or referenced during the
class session
A strategy for
reading/studying the
course text(s) is
mentioned, explained,
or modeled
Class
discussions/lectures are
text-based or textdriven
Instructor checks for
understanding
Instructor makes
announcement about
quiz/exam
Instructor uses a
powerpoint
Instructor lectures
directly from
powerpoint
Instructor reads
powerpoint verbatim
STUDENT
Course text is
referenced by student
Students participate in
an instructor-led
discussion
Students are observed
napping, texting, or
otherwise unengaged
Students ask questions
Note. Adapted from “Text-Readiness Classroom Observation Checklist” by Armstrong, Stahl, & Kantner, (2015).

APPENDIX H
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1. What influenced your decision to enroll in the paired classes?
2. What influenced your decision to participate in the study?
3. What have you learned so far this semester that benefited you?
4. What strategies have you used thus far? What influenced your selection?
5. Remember that metacognition is defined as “thinking about thinking.” During that
process, as you are engaged in a learning task, being metacognitive means that you are
aware of your thoughts, whether or not you are engaged, whether or not you understand,
etc. In other words, you are regulating your learning. In what ways has metacognition
played a role in your reading and studying in psychology?
6. In strategy selection?
7. What did you do in order to prepare for your first exam?
8. Your first quiz?
9. Describe the process you use for taking notes in PSY 101?
10. Which strategies, if any, would you recommend to a friend? Why?
11. What did you learn so far in LTC 102 that contributed to your reading and study
strategy selection and/or usage?
12. What do you think it means to “think like a psychologist?” What is considered
knowledge within the field?
13. At this point in the semester, is there anything you’d like to see included in LTC 102 to
benefit you in your reading and studying in PSY 101?

APPENDIX I
FOCUS GROUP TWO PROTOCOL
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1. How do you feel about your performance in PSY 101 so far?
2. How has your preparation for exam three differed than for the other two exams?
3. How do you predict you will do on exam three?
4. At this point in the semester, what challenges you the most when reading and studying
in PSYC?
5. What recommendations would you have for a friend who plans to take PSY next
semester?
6. In your opinion, what can PSY 101 instructors do to facilitate reading and studying in
PSYC?
7. What do you do in order to insure that you stay active while you read your PSY text?
8. What do you do when you don’t understand the PSY text?
9. At this point in the semester, what have we covered in LTC 102, if anything, benefitted
you the most in PSY 101?
10. What strategies, if any, do you plan to continue using next semester?

APPENDIX J
FOCUS GROUP THREE PROTOCOL
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1. What is the most effective strategy you learned in LTC 102 for reading and studying
in PSY 101?
2. Is there anything that we did in LTC 102 that you used in another class?
3. What was the most difficult part of PSY 101?
4. Are any of you worried about failing?
5. If I were going to change things for next semester, how might this class be more
beneficial?
6. What has been your biggest area of growth this semester? In other words, how have
you changed as a college student?
7. Would you recommend LTC 102 to a friend?

APPENDIX K
STRATEGY REFLECTION FOR FOCUS GROUP ONE
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Please share the following:
1. Name:
2. Date:
3. The scores for your first PSY 101 exam as well as any quiz scores:
4. How useful, on a scale of one to five, with five being the most useful and one being the
least, did you find any one strategy that you applied thus for to your PSY 101 course?
Strategy: ____________________________________________________________
Rating (1-5): _________________

APPENDIX L
INTERVIEW ONE PROTOCOL
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1. What have been your biggest challenges in PSY 101 so far?
2. What have we done in LTC that has benefitted you in PSY 101?
3. What activities, if any, have we done in LTC that you have not found useful?
4. How useful, on a scale from one to five (one being the least and five the most), have you
found our LTC text?
5. What strategy device have you found most effective for taking notes?
6. Describe your test preparation strategies.
7. How long do you spend studying for quizzes? Exams?
8. How do you insure you are staying active when you read?
9. What did you expect to get on your first exam? What was your score?
10. How well do you expect to do on exam 2?
11. How have your study habits changed since the beginning of the semester? Since the first
exam?
12. Generally speaking, what do you think you struggle with most as a college student?
13. Try to remember how you imagined reading and studying in college would be; how close
to your expectations has your college experience been?
14. Is there some way I can help you?
15. Have you found the vocabulary in PSY 101 difficult?
**Used for all first interviews

APPENDIX M
INTERVIEW TWO PROTOCOL
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1. How did you do on your second exam? Your last quiz?
2. How did this one compare to your first?
3. Describe how you prepared for this exam (how long, strategies, etc.).
4. How had you predicted you’d do on this exam?
5. How have your study habits change for this exam?
6. What might you do differently for your next exam?
7. What do you now understand about psychology’s epistemology?
8. How have you been monitoring your comprehension?
**Used for all second interviews.

APPENDIX N
INTERVIEW THREE PROTOCOL
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1. What has been your biggest challenge in PSY 101 so far?
2. In what ways do you find the text difficult?
3. As a third-semester student, how does PSY 101 compare with your other courses in
terms of difficulty?
4. What have we done in LTC 102 that has benefitted you?
5. How has your study habits changed since the first exam?
6. How did you prepare for exam 2?
7. What do you understand about psychology’s epistemology?
8. How might LTC 102 be adapted to be most beneficial?
**Used with Diane, a third-semester student.

APPENDIX O
INTERVIEW FOUR PROTOCOL
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1. What would you say have been your biggest challenges in SPY 101 so far?
2. Talk to me about your study habits.
3. How well do your lecture notes prepare you for exams?
4. Have we done anything this semester that you felt benefitted you?
5. If I were going to change something to make LTC more beneficial, what might I do?
6. Do you find the PSY text difficult?
7. If a new freshman were considering taking PSY 101, it is something you would
suggest?
**Used with Sarah, the highest scoring student in the class.

APPENDIX P
INTERVIEW FIVE PROTOCOL
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1. What has been your biggest area of growth this semester? In other words, how have you
changed the most as a college student?
2. What led to your decision to drop PSY 101?
3. What could/would have made LTC 102 more beneficial to you?
**Used with Mandee at the end of Focus Group 3, as she was the only participant who
dropped PSY 101 during the course of the study.

