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Study Skills for Cadet Achievement

By Dr. David R. Murray, Capt. CAP

Deputy Commander, GA 119, Group II Command 
Cobb Composite Squadron

Introduction

I am told by many of the parents that their cadets are unaware of how they should prepare for a test.  Believe it or not, a research project found that over half of the college students surveyed did not know how to study.  The report also indicated less successful test takers spent a lot of time worrying about the exam and how it would impact their overall grade.  In addition, many were overly concerned about how much time they would have to complete the test. Test anxiety obviously impacts a great many.  Good study skills will lessen test anxiety.  Should they master these skills, they will produce better performance which in turn has a positive impact on test results.  The objective of this article will be to help parents understanding their cadets study habits and help their cadets adopt the SQ3R model to improve their performance in school and in Civil Air Patrol.  
Learner levels
Research that identified Learner levels reported that approximately half of the population examined was classified as Surface-Level Processors while the other half were described as Deep-level Processors.   Basically, Surface-level Processors memorize the materials to be learned in order to recall and reproduce them on a test.  This group reported that they were extremely nervous in taking tests and did not enjoy the reading because they were being tested on it.  Also, this group reported that they studied by rote and repetition.  The Deep-Level Processors tried to develop an understanding of the materials and consider how the new knowledge could be used.  They described learning as a construction of meaning or an interpretive process.  They would skim the materials first then slowly reread the key areas to be tested.  Finally, they summarized the main points. They reported they actually enjoyed the readings.   In factual knowledge questions, the evaluation data showed no difference between the two types.  However, on insight questions, the deeper-level students were more coherent on main ideas, provided supportive material and presented logical conclusions.  

Learning how to learn requires some understanding of metacognitive awareness and the development of effective study strategies.  CAPs’ Leadership for the 21st Century book, Volume 1, chapter 5, provides a short generalized overview of study habits.  This may be helpful.  

Effective Study Strategies
There is however a body of research that has identified several study strategies that help lead to effective learning.  One of the most effective research based models is called the SQ3R Method.  SQ3R is basically a systematic approach to learning which can be adapted to most any subject.  Also parents can teach their teenagers to apply the technique fairly easily.  SQ3R is an acronym for: Survey or (skim), Question, Read, Recall or (recite) and Review. 
Survey 
Cadets should start by skimming the materials that need to be studied.  This will involve quickly reading the titles and subtitles and highlighted sections.  This phase will also require examining the pictures and captions, charts, diagrams, maps and illustrations.  When surveying the general organization of the material, your teenager needs to be looking for main ideas.  Should the authors define objectives in the beginning of the chapter, it is a good bet that the test questions will be focused on measuring whether those objectives have been met.  Sometimes skimming the summary of the chapter first may help identify what the authors consider as the main ideas and the overall importance of the material being covered.   

Question 
It is good practice to help your kids construct questions based on the materials they have skimmed or read in the summations of the chapter. Again, pay special attention to the objectives if they are provided.  A good instructional designer always bases their test items on the pre-defined objectives.   Sometimes the authors will include questions at the end of the chapter.  Should they match to the objectives, use them.   Also, note how the information is connected to the previous topics that were discussed.  Developing questions helps your teenager set up a line of inquiry.  This is what a detective, a doctor, a lawyer an engineer and a professional researcher would do.  If cadets are curious about what they need to explore, retention of the materials becomes easier and sometimes even fun.

Read the Materials

When you read the materials, read them more slowly, paying more attention to key features and main ideas.   Especially focus on the introduction, and the chapter summary.  Be sure to identify unfamiliar words that may help clarify the new content and provide the needed vocabulary.  Jot the new words down on index cards to look up later and review.  A great many multiple choice questions focus on vocabulary.  Often a glossary in the back of the book will help with definitions of the new terms.  Throughout the reading process encourage the cadets to relate the questions that were developed earlier.   Finally, have them look for examples of the principles that were presented.  It might be noted that based on the research that I have reviewed, there is no significant difference between a slow reader and a fast reader in regards to comprehension and understanding of material to be learned.  The advantage of being a fast reader is that they have time to re-read the material should they need too.   In any case, reading smarter not faster will help compensate in reading to preparing for a test; becoming a strategic learner with good study skills is a real advantage no matter how slow or fast  you read.
 Recall and Recite Materials
Encourage them to answer the questions previously developed in phase two.   Have your cadet use their own words.  Also have them state verbally the main ideas and give examples.  Cadets can make notes to preserve key ideas but they should be short, to the point and done in a very systematic way.  Integration of new and previously known information should be a focus.  Also generalize with supportive examples.  Often establishing a sequence and enumeration of items and/or concepts can help in the recall process.  Examining these concepts at a higher conceptual level such as comparing and contrasting or looking for cause and effect relationships will again develop a better understanding.  

Review

Give your cadet a little space and free time before you begin reviewing with them.  As in the earlier phases, direct attention to the main ideas in the chapter and concentrate on the more difficult material first.  Encourage them to relate the new materials to prior knowledge.  Note the linkage between them.  Review the predefined objectives and match them to the information in the chapter to ensure that they are all addressed.

Tutoring and Cooperative Learning 

Dr. Robert Slavin, a well known social psychologist, would suggest that people who work together can accomplish more than individuals can working alone.  There is evidence that is reflected by hundreds of studies indicating that there are many positive effects for both high- and low-ability kids.

Tutoring from parents or other cadets has many benefits which can bring about higher levels of achievement.  For example, cadets learn how to analyze concepts and communicate their understanding to another.   It was reported that kids also tend to have a more positive attitude towards their work.  In addition, research shows that tutored kids scored higher on classroom tests than their nontutored peers.  Study groups are also effective.  In cooperative learning activities or support groups, several attributes become apparent.  In addition to mastering the material to be learned, cadets will learn collaborative leadership skills and team work.   For example, when studying as a group, each cadet quickly realizes that they have a responsibility to the team.  They share leadership, build trust in each other, communicate effectively and work towards resolving any conflicts.  In short, they need to work together for the benefit for the entire team to be successful.  These collaborative skills are in great demand in both the military and in the civilian work place.  In order for cooperative learning to work effectively, four basic elements need to be in place: a focus on positive interdependence, a good set of social skills, individual accountability to the team and routine group self evaluation that assess how well they are working together.  Study groups are used in some of the best universities in the world and research has determined that study groups can help both high- and low-ability students. 

The academic materials in CAP are designed to introduce and familiarize the cadets to the three missions of Civil Air Patrol.  The missions are Cadet Programs, Aerospace Education and Emergency Services.  As a cadet explores these areas and advances, hopefully, they will develop self-confidence, good study habits, better organization, time management and respect for others. As a former cadet these are attributes I learned in Civil Air Patrol.  They have served me well when I was in the military, in college and throughout my thirty year academic career.   
