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Abstract 

In recent years, Intensive English Programs have seen increases in international students with 

not only low English language proficiency but also limited academic skills.  This phenomenon is similar 

to the trend of American students who are unprepared for college level coursework.  Because of this 

trend, many universities, including Wichita State University, offer study skills workshops and 

supplemental instruction.  Similarly, we have created a study skills seminar within the WSU Intensive 

English Language Center in order to meet the needs of struggling international students.  The study skills 

component can be modified to fit within any existing course.  Our IEP course is designed for intermediate 

level English language learners with coursework that encompasses language retention techniques, time 

management, goal setting, personalized organization, and self-reflection.  This article outlines how this 

course was created, what curriculum was included, and what insights we gained from teaching this 

course.   

Introduction 

Intensive English Programs have been experiencing an influx of struggling learners, many of 

whom do not know how to study effectively.  This can be seen in some of the presentation topics at the 

2015 TESOL conference:  “A Center of One’s Own:  Creating an IEP Tutoring Center,”  “Bridging Gaps 

in Student Knowledge to Promote Student Success,” and “Life Skills:  What They are and How to Teach 

Them.”  Because of this trend, more publishers such as Pearson and Macmillan Education are now adding 

study skills to their textbooks as another basic skill along with more traditional language skills such as 

reading, writing, speaking, and listening.   

Teaching study skills—organizational skills, time management, and goal setting—as a part of 

English language teaching has been receiving more interest as a way to aid struggling students.  Similar to 
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study skills, language-learning strategies have been more widely researched in the field of ELT.  The 

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL), a self-report questionnaire used to assess the frequency 

of learning strategies used by English language learners, has been used reliably in a number of studies 

(Oxford, 1990).  According to the SILL, language learning strategies are broken down into six categories:  

Memory strategies for language retention, cognitive strategies for understanding and producing language, 

compensation strategies for dealing with limitations in language learning, metacognitive strategies for 

planning and monitoring learning, affective strategies for controlling motivation and emotions, and social 

strategies for working with others during language learning.  The term study skills, used within this paper, 

is meant to include traditional study skills such as organization and time management as well as memory 

strategies, cognitive strategies for understanding learning, motivational strategies, and social strategies 

such as finding a study partner and asking questions. 

 A study by Hong-Nam & Leavell (2006) in an IEP setting found that students preferred 

metacognitive strategies to plan and organize their language learning over memory and affective 

strategies.  Although memory and affective strategies were least used overall, the memory strategies that 

ranked higher included more traditional study skills such as reviewing lessons frequently and writing new 

words in a sentence (Hong-Nam & Leavell, 2006).  The consensus of research analyzed by Hong-Nam 

and Leavell on students’ usage of language learning strategies (LLSs) is that more successful learners 

tend to employ more strategies than less successful language learners.    

Course[SS1] Formation 

Because a large number of students were entering our IEP with weak academic and English 

language skills, a group of teachers including Nancy Millham and Aimee Leisy began team teaching at 

the Intermediate I level in 2014. Together we decided which themes we would teach in order to reinforce 

the same vocabulary in all the Intermediate I classes.  From team teaching, we came up with the idea of 

offering a study skills class at the Intermediate I level.  Rather than teaching the study skills seminar as an 
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elective course, we teach the study skills curriculum within all Intermediate I level Speaking and 

Listening classes at our IEP.   

Research conducted by Hong-Nam & Leavell (2006) supports targeting intermediate level 

learners for study skills instruction.  They claim that intermediate level learners have enough vocabulary 

and language proficiency to be able to focus on learning strategies.  According to their findings, 

intermediate level IEP students tend to use more learning strategies compared with beginners and 

advanced learners (Hong-Nam & Leavell, 2006).  In addition, Fukuda & Yoshida (2012) suggest that 

language learners are positively motivated by readily useful information that will also be advantageous in 

their future daily life.  Strong study skills increase learner autonomy—they can be applied independently 

during language learning and can be carried into future academic settings. 

Study Skills Curriculum 

We begin our course by explaining the course syllabus which includes organizational elements 

such as requiring students to buy a different folder or binder for each of their four classes. In addition, we 

always work to build class cohesiveness with a whole class icebreaker.  Next, we administer a 

motivational assessment to address both intrinsic and extrinsic motivators as well as a study skills 

assessment.  The study skills assessment (appendix A) allows the instructor to know which study skills 

students are currently using.  We use the motivational assessment (appendix B) as a listening and 

speaking activity in which students interview each other and share their views on language learning.  

Since it is a speaking and listening class, we also interview each student in addition to administering a 

pre-test, which is comprised of a lecture in which students take notes followed by an assessment.   

The second week of class, we begin teaching our study skills unit which aligns with a unit on 

study skills from our textbook, NorthStar 2:  Listening and Speaking, Fourth Edition. We make sure each 

student has received a free Wichita State University 2015-2016 Around Campus Planner.  As a whole 

class activity, all students fill out their planner with their personal contact information, their instructors’ 
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contact information, and their current class schedule. We give students two adhesive tabs which they label 

“week” and “month” to stick place on their weekly and monthly calendars respectively.  Then we show 

students some organizational tips for recording homework in their weekly calendar.  Prior to explicitly 

teaching students how to use their planners, we mostly saw students writing down their homework 

assignments on post-it notes or in the front cover of their textbook, if at all. 

We utilize a number of activities to teach time management.  First, students fill out “A Week at a 

Glance” schedule that gives them an overview of when they have free time to study (see Appendix C).  

On their “A Week at a Glance” schedule, they use different colored highlighters to block out class time 

and other regular occurring events such as meals and exercise.  Upon finishing this activity, many 

students are surprised to see open blocks of time and discover the possibility of rearranging their schedule 

to add study time and even more fun or relaxation as a result of looking at the big picture.  Scheduling 

sleep time is not part of the activity; however, we do emphasize the importance of getting 8 hours of 

sleep.  Additionally, we show students a YouTube video which doubles as a listening activity on best 

study practices including when to study and how long to study.   

Because out-of-class study time is an essential part of language learning, we emphasize the 

importance of reviewing information soon after learning it and at intervals in order to aid in retention.  All 

students receive a graphic of “The Rate of Forgetting with Study/Repetition,” which we explain to 

emphasize the importance of setting aside time to review new concepts (Brown, 2015).  One review 

strategy we explicitly teach is successive relearning.  Bahrick (1979) explained it as a strategy which 

involves self-testing until information can be recalled from memory, and this must be done ideally in 

three to four different study sessions (as cited in Dunlosky & Rawson, 2015, p. 76).  In order to teach this 

strategy, we hand out a vocabulary list that student pairs review using the successive learning strategy.  

One student holds the vocabulary list, which only has a list of words on it, while the other student holds 

the textbook with the words and definitions.  The student with the vocabulary list tries to recall and tell as 

many definitions as he/she can to his/her partner.  If the student gets a definition wrong, he/she circles it 
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in order to go back to it later.  After the first partner has had two turns, then the other student tries to 

recall the definitions from memory (Dunlosky & Rawson, 2015).   

Another important part of our study skills curriculum is self-reflection.  We guide students as they 

fill out a personal study skills assessment (see Appendix D) to monitor and reflect on their own learning 

process.  Later, we have students use this assessment to choose one personal difficulty, for example, 

scheduling time for studying or poor listening skills.  Students then set a goal in regards to this difficulty, 

chart their progress for one week, and finally give a speech about their difficulty, their goal to combat that 

problem, and their progress.  Accordingly, Hong-Nam & Leavell (2006) stress the importance of 

instructors giving suggestions, but ultimately, allowing students to make their own choices in regards to 

individual strategy usage depending on the situation at hand and their personal preference.      

Findings  

 At the end of the 8 week Spring I 2016 session, 19 of the Intermediate I students enrolled in 

Speaking and Listening classes received a simple self-report questionnaire (Appendix E) to give us 

feedback on some of their study habits.  The majority of students, 84%, responded that they bring their 

WSU planner to class daily and review their planner on the weekend.  Moreover, 95% of students 

reported that they feel more organized when they use their agenda and plan to use it again next session.  

Out of the four students who did not pass the Intermediate I level, 50% responded that they only bring 

their planner to school sometimes, and 3 out of 4 of them responded that they sometimes or rarely 

recorded their homework in their agenda.  According to student responses, 89.47 % of students regularly 

do their homework, yet only 57.89% of students study even when they do not have homework.  It is 

important to note that 3 out of 4 students who did not pass the Intermediate I level responded that they did 

not study unless they had homework.   

In the Spring I 2016 session, 5 out of the 21 students who received study skills instruction did not 

pass the Intermediate I level, and of those, 80% were repeating the level for a second time.  Out of the 5 
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repeating students, only one passed and added these comments about his study habits on the self-report 

questionnaire:  “I did hard-working for this semester.  I did do homework when I got home and I changed 

too much study habits.”  Indeed, out of the five repeating students, he was the only student who 

responded positively to all items on the self-report questionnaire in effect proving the merit of good study 

habits.    

Discussion 

 An important question is why only one repeating student passed the level, while the other four 

failed.  A possible reason for their failure is learner identity.  The repeating students were males, and as 

Decke-Cornill & Volkman (2007) point out, there is a longstanding belief that language studies fall 

within “a female domain” (as cited in Lu & Luk, 2014, p. 1).  The repeating student who did pass the 

level always sat by another female student of his nationality, Vietnamese, and was open to working with 

both male and female students, whereas he had worked with mostly males during the prior session of 

classes.  Of the four failing students, three were Saudi Arabian males who tended to avoid working with 

female students and responded that they did not use their agenda or study if no homework was assigned.  

Clearly, these students invested little time or energy into studying English similar to a male student in the 

study by Lu & Luk (2014) who mostly played sports outside of class and reported “I think I would study 

harder if I was a girl” (p. 8).  The act of studying may have been viewed as a female activity by our 

failing students, which is an identity they do not wish to exhibit. 

 Another possible reason for failure could be a lack of other skills beyond the scope of study skills.  

One of the students who responded positively to all the study habits on the self-report questionnaire failed 

the level yet again.  Although being multilingual is usually seen as an advantage, this Brazilian student 

speaks Spanish, Portuguese, and Chinese, yet often seemed confused and unsure of expressing himself in 

English.  He may lack what Waters & Waters (1992) refer to as study competence which encompasses 

self-awareness, logical thinking, critical questioning, independence, and self-confidence.           
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Role modeling is one possible motivational remedy to bridge the success gap within our study 

skills seminar class.  Wichita State University has a long-standing and successful peer mentoring program 

called Transition Mentors in which current WSU students serve as role models for first-year students 

transitioning into college.  Likewise, we have begun setting up mentoring between advanced and 

intermediate English language learners.  As a first attempt at using peer role models, we had an advanced 

level female student in her mid-thirties give a talk to our intermediate level students.  In the future, we 

need to keep in mind, as Tim Murphey (1998a) convincingly argues, that some of the most influential role 

models are peers who are of a similar social and professional background, of the same age and sex, and of 

great respect and esteem (as cited in Dornyei, 2001, p. 52).  Perhaps the female student we chose was not 

the ideal peer role model for our failing students who were all much younger males. 

Conclusion 

The hope of this paper is to share our experiences designing and developing a toolkit of study 

skills that English language learners can carry with them throughout their academic careers.  We must, as 

educators, continue to implement best teaching practices that encourage effective study habits and 

successful learning. 
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Appendix A:  Study Skills Assessment 

Study Skills Assessment   Name: ________________ Score: _______________ 

 

Do you do the following? Circle either Y (yes) or N (no) or S (sometimes). 

 
Communication 

 I email an instructor when I am absent.      Y N S 

 When absent, I get the homework and notes before the next class.   Y N S 

 I am comfortable asking questions in class.     Y N S 

 I have a study partner.       Y N S 

 I check my WSU email at least 3 times a week.     Y N S 

 

Self-Evaluation 

 I attend every class and arrive early or on time.     Y N S 

 I know what a course syllabus is.      Y N S 

 I have the necessary materials for each class.     Y N S 

 I have a regular place to study.      Y N S 

 I turn in all the homework that is assigned on time.    Y N S 

 I keep my work for each class in its own folder.     Y N S 

 I have a positive attitude about school.      Y N S 

 

Time Management 

 I have a regular study schedule.      Y N S 

 I schedule study time for each class each week.     Y N S 

 I use a planner to write in assignments on days due.    Y N S 

 I write in study times for each class in my planner.    Y N S 

 I review my planner on weekends for the next week.    Y N S 

 I have a “to do” list for most days.      Y N S 

 I start working on my assignments several days before they are due.   Y N S 

 

adapted by aimee.leisy@wichita.edu and nancy.millham@wichita.edu 

 

  

mailto:aimee.leisy@wichita.edu?subject=Conference%20Proceedings%20of%20MIDTESOL%202015%20article
mailto:nancy.millham@wichita.edu?subject=Conference%20Proceedings%20of%20MIDTESOL%202015%20article
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Appendix B:  Motivational Assessment 

How important is the English language to you? 
 

Please choose an answer for each statement. 

Statement I strongly 

agree 

I agree I  

disagree 

I strongly disagree 

1.- I like the English language.     

2.- I enjoy studying  English.     

3.- I want to learn English more 

than any other language. 

    

4.- I want to speak with native 

English speakers. 

    

5.- I think learning English is easy.     

6.- I think speaking English is 

necessary nowadays. 

    

7.-My parents think English is a 

very important language to learn. 

    

8.- It is important to get good 

grades in English classes just like in 

my other university classes. 

    

9.- I think speaking English will 

help me to find a better job. 

    

10.-People who speak two 

languages are more respected. 

    

adapted by aimee.leisy@wichita.edu and nancy.millham@wichita.edu 

 

 

 

 

mailto:aimee.leisy@wichita.edu
mailto:nancy.millham@wichita.edu
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Appendix C:  A Week at a Glance  

Time Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday 

6-7 am        

7-8 am        

8-9 am 

 

       

9-10 am 

 

       

10-11 am 

 

       

11-12 am 

 

       

12-1 pm 

 

       

1-2 pm 

 

       

2-3 pm 

 

       

3-4 pm 

 

       

4-5 pm 

 

       

5-6 pm 

 

       

6-7 pm 

 

       

7-8 pm 

 

       

8-9 pm 

 

       

9-10 pm 

 

       

10-11 pm 

 

 

       

11-12 am        

Study Hours        

adapted by aimee.leisy@wichita.edu and nancy.millham@wichita.edu 

  

mailto:aimee.leisy@wichita.edu
mailto:nancy.millham@wichita.edu
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Appendix D: Personal Study Skills Assessment 

Organization excellent average need improvement 

 

being prepared    

everything in place    

importance of directions    

proofreading my work    

Listening excellent average need improvement 

 

correct posture    

ask questions    

take notes    

listen to directions    

time management excellent average need improvement 

 

setting goals    

planning each day    

most important tasks first    

make each moment count    

Rewards    

home study excellent average need improvement 

 

using planner/agenda    

schedule time to study    

study spot    

time limit for studying    

meet with study partner    

adapted by aimee.leisy@wichita.edu and nancy.millham@wichita.edu 

  

mailto:aimee.leisy@wichita.edu
mailto:nancy.millham@wichita.edu
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Appendix E:   Study Habits Questionnaire 

 Please choose the most appropriate answer to describe your study habits this session. 

1. I study when I have homework     yes  no 

2. I study when I don’t have homework     yes  no         

3. I bring my planner to school   daily sometimes rarely     never 

4. I record homework assignments in my planner daily sometimes rarely  never 

5. I review my planner on the weekend     yes  no 

6. I feel more organized when I use my planner    yes  no 

7. I plan to use my planner next session     yes  no 

Comments about study habits:  (Did you change your study habits?) 
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