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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Study Skills in any guise are integral to Higher Education Study skills; impact;
worldwide, existing to help student success. Some argue evaluation; context
generic or bolt-on Study Skills do not help with success,

others that embedded Study Skills do, but no-one advocates

actually evaluating Study Skills in a context of success

defined as helping with student educational gain and attain-

ment in their specific subjects. Instead, many evaluate them

in arguably inappropriate contexts of a silo or bubble of

Study Skills such as attendance or perceived improvements

in Study Skills. Indeed, when Study Skills are found effective

for success, they are often embedded or delivered in the

subject context, but it is not suggested they actually be

evaluated in that context. We outline what we consider to

be inappropriate contexts for evaluation, and appropriate

ones, and outline theory from thinkers such as Mikhail

Bakhtin regarding the key role of context and discuss key

issues of definitions, silos, and decontextualised metrics. We

suggest Study Skills be evaluated by asking: ‘What’s the con-

text? to make them effective in helping aim for student

success. We suggest ways to do this, such as through student

module evaluations, module reports, or objective student

analysis by a third party.

Introduction

This article argues Study Skills in any guise should be evaluated and
measured in and by the context (cf. Wittgenstein 1953; Bakhtin 1981,
1986; Vygotsky 1962). It is widely claimed it exists to help with success,
defined here as helping with student educational gain and attainment in
specific subjects. To do this, we argue that asking the question ‘What’s the
context?” when evaluating Study Skills is key for their evaluation and design.
Although similar to asking ‘What exactly are you measuring?’, the question
‘What’s the context?’ inevitably helps overcome any dislocation (Allan and
Clarke 2007) between Study Skills and the specific context they are taught
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in, making their evaluation and design more valid. Over many years of
teaching Study Skills to help support student success, defined here as being
educational gain or attainment, we have found that success is determined by
the context the Study Skills are delivered in. We argue here it is the specific
context of their delivery that any approach claiming to promote studentsuc-
cess needs to be evaluated in for validity.

Although much literature (eg Cho and Trent 2006) discusses validity, it is
generally accepted validity involves measuring something in a context of
what it claims to do (Bell and Waters 2014; Williamson and Johanson 2017).
Specifically, whether the design of the research can provide credible con-
clusions or whether data ’do measure or characterise what the authors claim,
and that interpretations do follow from them’ (Sapsford and Jupp 2006, 1).
Higher Education (HE) institutions worldwide have Study Skills, also
known as Academic Skills, Academic Support, and Academic Literacies.
Universities often claim such support exists ‘to help you succeed in your
studies’ (Loughborough University 2023) and invariably is advertised using
the word ‘success’ (e.g. UKCISA 2024; NTU 2024; Essex 2024; Birkbeck
2024; Bristol 2024; MMU 2024).

Yet, what constitutes success in a Higher Education (HE) context is
much debated and highly varied in definition. Recent literature suggests
marketised and massified HE systems such as the UK, define success as
completion of a degree (Lowe 2024). Elsewhere, difficulties in establish-
ing a suitable baseline for measuring educational gain (if this is equated
to success) are highlighted as arising from having inadequate data (QAA
n.d.). Other work shows how current definitions of success may be
inadequate (Weatherton, Schussler, and Tanner 2021) or that success is
simply different for everyone (Norton 2024); variable and muti-faceted,
yet closely linked to well-being (Lipstein, Wong, and Hard 2023). In
a German context and based on analysis of 12,000 students’ data, grad-
ing, grade point averages, and graduating differ greatly in different
subjects and faculties (Danilowicz-Gosele et al. 2017). Some work
where students are interviewed finds that, for those interviewed, just
surviving and keeping going constituted success, not passing or high
academic grades (Matters 2019). Elsewhere, the wide range of what
constitutes success is highlighted, as well as there being no definition
for disabled students (Pais, Morifia Diez, and Morgado 2024). Some work
highlights a ‘dearth’ of research into success (Nystrom, Jackson, and
Salminen Karlsson 2019) but critically, we argue, it notes that success is
defined differently in different subject contexts of Law, Medicine and
Engineering, as are, for example, what constitutes ‘soft skills’. Thus, and
notably, here, although Nystrom, Jackson, and Salminen Karlsson (2019)
found most students defined success as passing their degree, graduating,
and securing a good job, inevitably these would require different
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approaches in Law, Medicine, or Engineering, and require different soft
skills. Where the importance of Academic Skills is considered amongst
a range of different factors for student success they are found to rank
sixth out of eight dimensions (Wong, DeWitt, and Chiu 2023) but,
inevitably, this will differ as to the specific subject in which such skills
are measured. In other words, the context where the skills are measured
will inevitably impact on how they are perceived to impact on success.
One recent literature review of the efficacy of Academic Skills concludes
that the benefits of academic skills ‘for student well-being, mental health,
achievement and equity are clear’ (de Henau 2024, 12) and for achieve-
ment, correlations between achievement and academic study skill atten-
dance and embedding in subject classes is high. Yet, care must be taken
with such studies, as although they may appear to show how embedding
is successful, it is not clear precisely how embedded the Skills are or
indeed whether correlation equals causation (discussed further below).
We argue here that asking the question “‘What’s the context?” however,
will help ascertain more precisely if the Skills taught effectively help
success, and define this here as being educational gain and attainment.

This might seem a strange question to ask, after all, why wouldn’t anyone
want to evaluate Study Skills in the context of whether they help success in
terms of educational gain and achievement? After all, given this is pivotal to
what success Study Skills is claimed to help with, any evaluations in this
context, if positive, would provide evidence of their efficacy. Yet, not only is
this question not asked as far as we can see from studies we have consulted
but the fact that it should be asked, for example through processes such as
module evaluations, module reports, or longitudinal studies undertaken
objectively by third parties, does not arise.

Rather, evaluations of Study Skills are often in what we would call
inappropriate contexts such as attendance at Study Skills classes, student
perceptions of whether, and how, their Study Skills have improved by
attending Study Skills classes (e.g. Einfalt and Turley 2009), or even contexts
of whether subject content lecturers can teach Study Skills effectively
(Noakes 2020). We argue such contexts are inappropriate as they are in
a silo or bubble of Study Skills and evaluate the Study Skills themselves,
rather than their impact on educational gain or attainment. Further,
although many underline the value of teaching Study Skills in contexts of
student success, these studies are often in subject context silos or bubbles of,
e.g. Law (Knox and Stone 2019) or Anatomy (Husmann and O’Loughlin
2019). Some studies attempt to correlate Study Skills with student success
and, although some claim efficacy (e.g. Bailey et al. 2007, discussed below),
they do not advocate Study Skills be evaluated in this context of success. To
date, no one has asked the question ‘What’s the context?” where Study Skills
are being evaluated. We do this here, arguing throughout why the context of
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success is key to do so, and arguing effective evaluation of skills provision
does promote student success and can only benefit students in the long-run.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: we first consider two
areas, one we argue shows the ineffectiveness of Study Skills when evaluated
in inappropriate contexts such as attendance, perceived improvements in
Study Skills, or when delivered in a generic or bolt-on type context. We
argue these contexts are inappropriate because they focus on success in
Study Skills directly rather than researching how Study Skills help with
success in terms of educational gain and attainment. The second area
shows Study Skills to be effective when delivered in the arguably appropriate
context of helping student success in educational gain and attainment. This
includes studies conducted in subject silos such as Law, Engineering or
Anatomy and shows Study Skills effective in these contexts, even if it does
not ask the question ‘What’s the context?” when evaluating Study Skills. We
then consider underpinning theory on the importance of context from
Bakhtin (1981, 1986) and others. We relate this theory to the two contexts
of what we have argued as being inappropriate and appropriate contexts for
evaluating Study Skills. We then focus on three key issues: definitions (i.e.
differing understandings of key terms); silos (or research undertaken with-
out communication); and reliance on decontextualised metrics (which can
show a false picture). We suggest anchoring any evaluation of Study Skills
in, for example, Module Reports, Module Evaluations, longitudinal ana-
lyses, to evaluate them in an appropriate context of success in educational
gain and attainment. We argue that asking ‘What’s the context?” of their
evaluation overcomes these three issues and, critically, enhances the validity
and efficacy of any form of Study Skills for success, regardless of what they
are called.

The ineffectiveness of study skills when evaluated in inappropriate
contexts

Contexts are often referred to in claims made about Study Skills but many
contexts are dislocated from the ones where Study Skills would work most
effectively. Some champion generic Study Skills, ‘motivated by the belief
that there are skills which all graduates should possess, and which would be
applicable to a wide range of tasks and contexts beyond the university
setting’ (Gilbert et al. 2004, 375 cf. Entwistle 1960; Mason 2019). Most
argue, however, that Study Skills should be embedded in the subject context
(e.g. Wingate 2006), not taught in a generic context (‘embed’ can mean
many things, as we discuss below, but can be determined by asking ‘What’s
the context?’). Some even argue the contexts of skills do not transfer
(Hyland and Johnson 1998, cf. Simons et al. 2016), and that any Study
Skills should be delivered (Hodgson, Varsavsky, and Matthews 2014) and
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diagnostically determined (Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al. 2022) in specific
subject contexts. Yet, although these studies discuss the context, they do not
ask whether the Study Skills should be evaluated in a specific context,
question whether that context is appropriate, or define that context. We
argue this is key.

Indeed, when this is done, by asking the question ‘What’s the context?’ it
becomes clear that many claim to evaluate Study Skills by what we argue are
inappropriate contexts such as attendance; i.e. whether students attend
Study Skills classes (Ashton-Hay and Doncaster 2021; Einfalt and Turley
2009; Green and Agosti 2011; Harris and Ashton 2011; Ma 2018; Maldoni
2018). Such contexts are inappropriate because they do not evaluate Study
Skills by whether they help with success in educational gain and attainment.
Rather, they evaluate by criteria and contexts directly related to the Study
Skills themselves. Using a context of attendance for evaluation allows the
claim that students do not attend because they do not appreciate the value of
Study Skills: ‘If they are not aware of the benefits of the services, it is
necessary to make clear to them how services might be beneficial or to
invite academic staff to review the services’ (Ma 2018, A-7). Often, such
studies claim (Einfalt and Turley 2009) or highlight (Ma 2018; Pryjmachuk
et al. 2012) correlation rather than causation as providing a suitable context
to measure the success of Study Skills and, although ‘attendance’ often
correlates with success’ (Kennelly, Maldoni, and Davies 2010), it is not
clear that those attending Study Skills classes also attend subject courses,
and vice versa. In the same way, for example, violent crime rates may be
correlated with sales of cheese, which does not mean that one causes the
other. Indeed, ‘a correlation between variables ... does not automatically
mean ... the change in one variable is the cause of the change in the values
of the other variable’ (Australia Bureau of statistics 2023, no page). Here, the
context of evaluation is attendance, an inappropriate context to measure
whether the Study Skills help with success in educational gain or attainment,
as it only measures attendance at Study Skills classes, and assumes what is
being attended is of value without evaluating it by its intended aim.

Evaluation is also done through the context of the value of Study Skills
for Study Skills; whether students feel, for example, ‘I understand what is
meant by writing academically’ (Einfalt and Turley 2009) after a Study
Skills course. Such contexts involve evaluation of whether students know
academic vocabulary but do not consider if such vocabulary is specific to
individual subject contexts (cf. Pilcher and Richards 2016), nor mention
any vocabulary interaction with subject contexts (e.g. Therova 2021).
Other studies base Study Skills assessment materials on contexts of
IELTS rubrics (Maldoni 2018) or generic Study Skills questions such as
a post entry language assessment (PELA) entitled Measuring the
Academic Skills of University Students or Measurement of English
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Language Skills of University Students (Green and Agosti 2011). They do
not evaluate in contexts of whether Study Skills help with success in
educational gain or attainment. Comparatively, whilst Pryjmachuk et al.
(2012) cite students found their Study Skills improved after a Study Skills
course, ‘some students found certain elements ““patronising”, “a waste of
time”, “common knowledge” and were impatient at having to cover what
they felt they already knew’ (Pryjmachuk et al. 2012, 162). Here, contexts
of evaluation are Study Skills contexts; students followed a course con-
sisting of generic skills and wrote on decontextualised topics in 250 word
length pieces. We argue such contexts inappropriate as they evaluate
whether success improved Study Skills not in educational gain or attain-
ment in subjects.

Sometimes, studies even evaluate Study Skills in contexts of seeing how
well Study Skills are manifest in later subject based assignments, e.g. where
subject essays of two students are textually analysed to assess subsequent
understanding of Semantic Gravity taught on an English for Academic
Purposes course (Munn 2021). Here, the context of evaluation is a Study
Skills context, not a context of student success in educational gain or
attainment. It is claimed that a project ... also assesses the general effec-
tiveness of the ESAP [English for Specific Academic Purposes] module in
supporting students’ learning transfer’ (Munn 2021, 195); yet it does not
evaluate these in a context of subject success by educational gain and
attainment in the respective degree (here International Relations and
Development).

In perhaps the purest examples of evaluating Study Skills in arguably
inappropriate Study Skills contexts, some even evaluate Study Skills in
contexts of whether specific subject lecturers can teach particular Study
Skills. For example, Law lecturers’ ability to teach Law students how to
write in their specific subject is questioned through their lacking knowledge
of Academic Literacies (Noakes 2020). Implicit to any such assumption is
that language and approaches are the same, and that the ‘skills transfer’
(Noakes 2020, 95). Yet, one interviewee cited arguably accurately commen-
ted ‘we’re training them to be lawyers, we’re lawyers and therefore we know’
(Academic ], Law School 9) (cited in Noakes 2020, 9). Here, contexts of
evaluation are different, one (the author) evaluated in an Academic
Literacies context, another (the interviewee) in a Law context.

Arguably, asking the question ‘What’s the context? would meet with
answers such as: the context is one of how well the Subject lecturers know
about Academic Literacies, of how well students know Semantic Gravity, of
how well they attend Study Skills classes or if and how they feel their Study
Skills have improved. Yet these contexts we argue inappropriate as they do
not evaluate the Study Skills by or in a context of student success in terms of
educational gain and attainment in their degrees.
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Conversely, where it is argued that contexts of teaching and evaluating
Skills help with student success in terms of educational gain and attainment,
these are often more appropriate contexts of specific subject contextualised
skills. For example, one extensive review of what Skills Engineers need for
university compiles an Engineering contextualised list of generic engineer-
ing competencies, concluding faculty members should teach these contex-
tualised Engineering skills, and ‘could also design individual courses around
the principles pertaining to coordinating competencies as in engineering
practice’ (Passow and Passow 2017, 504). Often, such subject contextualised
studies find Study Skills delivered in generic contexts inappropriate; for
example, one study in an Engineering context notes ‘a recent survey carried
out by the University of Hull and involving Engineering students from five
universities, less than 10% of students reported having found study skills
teaching useful whereas 41% found it ... of no use’ (Pulko and Parikh 2003,
243). This study noted of generic skills context courses ‘students [are]
reluctant to attend and claiming [sic.] that the subject is irrelevant or that
they have covered the material before’ (Pulko and Parikh 2003, 243). Greater
embedding of such soft skills into the subject context is advocated (cf.
Wingate 2006) as opposed to having them delivered in a standalone context.
Yet, as noted above, precisely what embed means varies greatly, it could be
to have a standalone course as part of a module, or have a Study Skills
‘specialist’ come and talk about why Study Skills are important at the start of
a module (arguably a common approach). Standalone courses are often
argued useful for many reasons: firstly, change may be fast whereas curri-
culum change is slow, so they can quickly adapt. Secondly, many graduates
ascend to careers outside their degree specialism, so skills should be trans-
ferable, and thirdly, focusing precisely on skills makes them easy to deter-
mine. However, in each case the context of student success is different;
curriculum change may be slow but lecturers can still focus on changes in
the subject before curriculum change, secondly, many argue skills are not
transferable, and even if students ascend to a career different to their degree,
they still need to succeed in their degree first; and even if a focus on skills
makes them easier to identify, if they are decontextualised and removed
from a context of how they help with success, such identification is
irrelevant.

Indeed, this arguably explains why, where Study Skills are evaluated in
a subject context, they are often found inappropriate. For example, there
may be ‘few statistically significant findings’ when using ‘The Learning
Study Skills Inventory (LASSI) ... to assess students’ progress’ (Urciuoli
and Bluestone 2013, 397). Similarly, where results from a (subject context)
Course Experience Questionnaire were compared with scores on an (Study
Skills context) Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students, course
experience (the subject context) was found to affect student approaches to
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learning, ‘the same model did not provide evidence for any indirect or
mediator effect between course experience, approaches to learning and
academic achievement’ (Diseth et al. 2006, 156). Indeed, generic Study
Skills context type scales and models are often found inappropriate to
measure success in educational gain and attainment. For example, when
using the Visual; Aural; Read/write; Kinaesthetic (VARK) learning style
model to measure student success studying anatomy (Husmann and
O’Loughlin 2019). Here, 67% of students used anatomy specific study
strategies for anatomy degrees ‘that were inconsistent with their highest
scoring VARK category’; students who did use a VARK strategy performed
no different from those who did not; ‘no specific VARK ctegories were
associated with improved outcomes in A215: Basic Human Anatomy’
(Husmann and O'Loughlin 2019, 15). Notably, specific VARK study strate-
gies correlated negatively with final outcomes, ‘while use of provided notes
and virtual microscope were found to have positive relationships with final
grades’ (Husmann and O'Loughlin 2019, 15). Here, asking the question
‘What’s the context?” would meet with the answer ‘a context of measuring
the students VARK skills’, not a context whether the Study Skills led to
success in educational gain and attainment in anatomy, and that such
a context is inappropriate as it found the Study Skills ineffective.

Notably, when the value of a separately contextualised Study Skills mod-
ule is based on student evaluation, results can show a Study Skills context
considered inappropriate. Allan and Clarke (2007, 69) found student feed-
back on a ‘Learning for Success’ module covering IT and Study Skills,
admittedly in what they describe as an atypical response, confident mature
students, traditional students with recent educational experience, and some
others perceived generic skills of little use or relevance. They noted ‘the
dislocation between the development of these skills and the context in which
they are applied appears to preclude their effective development; suggesting
that the embedding of these skills within subject modules over a three-year
program might be efficacious’ (Allan and Clarke 2007, 3).

Also, precisely because the context is not considered and the question
‘What’s the context?” not asked, some work equates correlation with causa-
tion to claim Study Skills impacts on success arguably takes place in
a subject context; even if it does not explicitly note doing so. For example,
a study into a ‘Skills Plus’ programme for Nursing students noted ‘results
showed that all students who attended at least one workshop improved their
academic grade in their next assignment’ (Bailey et al. 2007, 77). Further,
qualitative data showed students felt more confident with referencing skills
and information literacy in this Nursing context because of following “Skills
Plus’. It is therefore concluded that ‘evaluating the impact of this interven-
tion has provided the evidence to demonstrate the value of this additional
support’ (Bailey et al. 2007, 77). Notably, although measurements are stated
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as being of Study Skills, these are taught in a specific subject context, even if
this is not stated explicitly, one student saying they ‘enjoyed the test to find
out how much I know on study skills’ (Bailey et al. 2007, 82). Arguably,
when this Nursing student used the phrase ‘Study Skills’ they were referring
to them in a Nursing context. In addition, comments on course usefulness
were related to subject contextualised abilities: ‘T find quality stuff now
instead of just finding random anything and hoping that it’s going to be
OK’ (Bailey et al. 2007, 82). Here, asking ‘What’s the context?” would, we
argue, meet with the answer, the subject of Nursing and searching for
Nursing texts.

Thus, asking ‘What’s the context? when evaluating Study Skills helps
focus explicitly on precisely what is being measured, how, and often by
whom. Doing this shows generic type Study Skills contexts often considered
little value: the context of attendance measures precisely that: attendance,
not student success; contexts of measuring Study Skills performance mea-
sures Study Skills performance, not student success; evaluating contexts of
whether Study Skills transfer evaluates whether they transfer, not student
success. Asking “‘What’s the context?' of the evaluation of a law subject
lecturer’s knowledge of Academic Literacies, evaluates the Law lecturer’s
knowledge of Academic Literacies, not Law. Here then, asking the question
‘What’s the context?” means the Study Skills are evaluated by whether they
actually help with what they are claimed to help with: success in terms of
educational gain and attainment. It also shows which contexts are inap-
propriate ones to evaluate Study Skills. Conversely, not asking this question
allows for claims to be made that students do not know the value of Study
Skills because they do not attend, or that subject lecturers cannot teach
Academic Literacies because they only know about their subject. This
directly circumvents the issue of whether the Study Skills are of any value
for what they claim to help with: success in student gain and educational
attainment, and allows claims to be made that inappropriate contexts are
actually appropriate ones.

The effectiveness of study skills when evaluated in appropriate
contexts

Considering the details underpinning the specific context can help reveal
what is actually being evaluated and, importantly, whether the Study skills
are being taught in an appropriate context of success in terms of student
gain and educational attainment. We argue that asking ‘What’s the context?'
helps reveal this. For example, although many studies explicitly state they
measure Study Skills they arguably do so in appropriate contexts: one
related to a specific subject and success in educational gain and attainment.
Indeed, although Campitelli, Page, and Quach (2019)’s work is entitled
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‘measuring the effectiveness of academic skills” they outline a project where
students produced a specific subject essay draft which was commented on by
subject experts; students then submitted final drafts based on this subject
specific feedback. Student feedback was, for example, that tutorials ‘helped
me understand the requirements of the written essay task’ or ‘helped me
with the structure and organisation of the written essay task’. Here, asking
‘What'’s the context?” arguably meets with the answer: the context is student
success in educational gain and attainment in their subjects, and here was
perceived helpful by the students.

In another study (Maldoni 2018, 106) which measured Study Skills by
what is argued above to be an inappropriate dimension of attendance and
retention, was on a course taught by both ‘a discipline specialist and an
academic language and literacy specialist’. Thus, value could have come
from either specialist. In another study, engineering students used mind-
maps, roundtable discussions and the employment of analogies, but this was
successful as it was undertaken in an Engineering context (Chua, Yang, and
Leo 2014). In Politics and International Relations, one intervention experi-
mented with measuring the success ‘of embedded study skills for first year
undergraduate students on the course “Fundamentals of Politics and
International Relations™ (Cook, Thompson, and Dias-Lopez 2019, 1). Yet,
this course in embedded Study Skills focused on writing initial essay answers
to questions in Politics, and feedback was from subject lecturers teaching the
course. Thus, any Study Skills were actually considered in an appropriate
context of success in educational gain and attainment. Here, the question
‘What’s the context?” gives the answer: student success in their subject.
Further, it would again help focus any evaluation and design of Study
Skills on the context for student success.

In one study, when asked for the most important aspects of a course to
help them, students gave ‘review of lectures’ over 70% usefulness, and Study
Skills and Grammar only 5% (Baik and Greig 2009). Although student
responses can be highly subjective, the huge difference here between con-
sidering the subject material useful and the Study Skills not is stark, and
contrary to what was being investigated. Similarly, research into a course
teaching subject specific content alongside Study Skills noted students
evaluative feedback was that subject content was most helpful: ‘regular
attendees agreed that the programme had assisted them to understand
management theories and concepts ... preparation for assessment was
a major feature of the evaluation responses and students cited the following
reasons: more practical explanations of theories (real-life examples); clar-
ifications of requirements of assignment questions; and the application of
critical analysis to theories and concepts’ (Kennelly, Maldoni, and Davies
2010, 65). Here again, though, Study Skills is argued key, even if students
only attended when particular subject assessments were the focus (Kennelly,
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Maldoni, and Davies 2010). Yet, the question ‘What’s the context?” would
arguably help identify what the appropriate context was, to improve Study
Skills.

Often, student comments on Study Skills helping, invariably relate to
contexts of success with subject support or assignments, and it is these
contexts that are considered appropriate. For example; ‘thank you for
your help with my assignment as I got credit for assessment 3 and overall
as well’ or (112) ‘thank you to the Academic Skills team for suggesting ways
in which I can improve my essay with structure, spelling and gramma [sic].
And also explaining the Nursing formula for my maths exam’ (111). Here,
Academic Skills consisted of one-to-one appointments where students took
along their assignments for comment, and as the second student quoted
illustrates here, it was the subject context support that helped and was
appropriate.

Other work argues appropriate contexts for teaching of any Skills are
subject contexts (Kahu 2013; Kahu and Nelson 2018). For example in
Engineering (Garcia et al. 2020; Hettiarachchi, Huertas, and Mor 2015;
Idrus 2014; Topalli and Cagiltay 2018); Computer Science (Rorrer, Allen,
and Zuo 2018); and Pharmacy (Svensberg et al. 2018). Study Skills may not
be mentioned, rather it is Skills, but it is arguably Study Skills being
delivered and taught in the subject context, which is what succeeds, and is
therefore appropriate. In Anatomy, certain specific study strategies (i.e.
Study Skills in an Anatomy context), ‘such as use of the virtual microscope,
were found to be positively correlated with final class grade’ (Husmann and
O’Loughlin 2019, 6). Similarly, in Computing, the phrase ‘Study Skills’ may
be used in an article title but is defined as subject specific: ‘In this research,
study skills engagement involved studying regularly, keeping up with the
course, making notes and putting in time’ (Fabian et al. 2022, 1928). Also, in
Law, employability skills are actually skills in the subject; in property law
(Butler and Madhloom 2017) or, for example, where students are given ‘an
entirely skills focused’ co-curricular module ‘to provide students with
a timetable opportunity to develop their employability skills in writing
formal letters, giving professional presentations and answering competency-
based questions’ (Knox and Stone 2019, 94, cf. Friedland 1996; Easteel
2011). Again in Law, when ‘facilitating skills transfer’ is the subject of the
title and the project is described as ‘a collaborative writing centre interven-
tion of undergraduate law students’ the subject is clearly the context of
support (Drennan and Keyser 2022). Indeed, the project was initiated ‘to
address law students’ legal writing skills early on in their law degree’ and
impact ‘showed a statistically significant improvement in the submissions of
students who engaged fully in the various stages of the writing intervention’
(Drennan and Keyser 2022, 1). This impact was however the result of
drafting and redrafting ‘a legal essay’ (Drennan and Keyser 2022, 7).
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Similarly, in Engineering, when Accreditation Board for Engineering and
Technology (ABET) Skills are taught, the six ABET professional soft skills
‘include communication, teamwork, and understanding ethics and profes-
sionalism’ (Shuman, Besterfield-Sacre, and McGourty 2005, 41). The con-
text considered appropriate is an Engineering context, for example, there
being an ‘important relationship between ethics and engineering design and
the value of integrating the two within the curriculum’ (Shuman,
Besterfield-Sacre, and McGourty 2005, 45). All Skills are developed within
an Engineering context, as to develop communication skills with a global
connection focus ‘requires international experience, global engineering
course content, and a required cross-cultural course for engineers on global
understanding’ (Shuman, Besterfield-Sacre, and McGourty 2005, 46). In all
these contexts, the terms ‘Study Skills’ or ‘Skills” or ‘strategies’ are used but
they all differ according to context, and the context is appropriate because it
is situated in the subject and integrally connected with success in educa-
tional gain and attainment. Here again, asking the question ‘What’s the
context?” would meet with answers such as student academic success in
‘Law’ or ‘Anatomy’ or ‘Engineering’, and would better help evaluate the
Study Skills delivered and their design to help with what they are claimed to
help with: student success.

The importance of context

The above two sections are based on arguments about the importance of
context and, at times, as outlined above, a context can be stated as being
Study Skills but may be appropriate sometimes and at other times inap-
propriate. Outlining the importance of context and relating some of the
underpinning theory around context helps explain why this is the case and
how Study Skills can be aligned with appropriate contexts rather than being
dislocated from them. The underpinning theory also helps focus any
answers to the question ‘What’s the context?' more effectively. One lecturer
in behavioural therapy encapsulates the importance of context to how any
individual sees the world as follows: ‘everything exists within context, nothing
exists outwith context and we define what the context is and we change the
viewpoint according to the context’ (cited in Richards and Pilcher 2020, 137).
In other words; a) Context is of fundamental importance, b) Anything
outside of a context is neutral and non-existent, c) We ourselves determine
that context, and d) In turn, our viewpoint changes according to that
context. The lecturer cited here was drawing on their experience of mental
health and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy but their words align closely with
the philosophy and theories that underpin precisely why it is key to evaluate
(and to consider any evaluation of) Study Skills in the context of student
success.
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In terms of he importance of context, the philosophy of Mikhail Bakhtin
(1981, 1986) is key. According to Bakhtin, words have three owners; the
addresser; the addressee, and a neutral or non-contextualised owner - the
dictionary (1986). In academic subject contexts, the neutral non-
contextualised owner, the addresser and the addressee, may all use the
same word but each possess a unique individual definition of that word
according to their context. For example, the words ‘essay’ or ‘report’
(Richards and Pilcher 2019) ‘describe’ and ‘critically evaluate’ (Richards
and Pilcher 2014) all differ according to subject context, and words such
as ‘empathy’ mean very different things if the addresser is in a Nursing or
a Design context (Pilcher and Richards 2016). Here, until content and words
are put into their specific context they are neutral in meaning. As shown
above, Study Skills means very different things to Engineers, to Lawyers, and
to those delivering generic Study Skills classes. None are correct or incor-
rect, but in relation to how they relate to success in educational attainment
and gain, the context will be appropriate or inappropriate. Asking the
question ‘What’s the context?” helps focus on precisely what is being deliv-
ered, whether it is in the subject of anatomy or whether it is one of attending
Study Skills classes, thereby preventing the Study Skills from being dislo-
cated from an appropriate context.

In other theory crucial to context, Ludwig Wittgenstein writes of the
bricklayer’s ‘game’ (1953) where bricklayers know and use many different
terms for ‘bricks’, relating to material behaviour and how to handle them.
These are fully understood by the addressee if they are themselves party to
the ‘game’ of bricklaying, but will have little meaning if the addressee is
outside this context. In the same way, terminology related to the Study Skills
needed by a lawyer and by an engineer may be very different and under-
stood only in the specific context of that subject, by specialists. Here, unless
the context was that of the specific subject, it would arguably be
inappropriate.

Context also applies at an ideological and psychological level. Voloshinov
(1973), of the Bakhtin School, writes of underpinning sub-textual ideologi-
cal and psychological elements as key to contextualised language use. This
also applies to academic subjects; with elements being visual and philoso-
phical for design (Richards and Pilcher 2018); grammatical and lexical for
assessment tools such as the International English Language Testing System
(Pilcher and Richards 2017); and related to hygiene and empathy for
Nursing (Pilcher and Richards 2016). For Study Skills, it is everything that
individual subjects do, but only at a surface level, because the words, the
assessments, and the ideological and psychological elements are so unique
in each subject context, unless the context is one of success in subject gain
and educational attainment it cannot be an appropriate one. Here, asking
‘What'’s the context?’ helps focus any answers on the specific context.
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Anything outside of a context is neutral and non-existent. People take
neutral words and adapt them for their own contexts, so when in
a restaurant someone asks for a ‘cab’ they may want a taxi, but the waiter
may interpret the word ‘cab’ to mean ‘Cabernet Sauvignon’ and bring them
a bottle of wine (Fecho 2011). We ourselves determine what that context is.
Our viewpoint changes according to the context. A dictionary may contain
the various meanings outlined here but they remain neutral until the word is
actually used, or owned (Bakhtin 1981, 1986). As the bricklayer uses lan-
guage in a certain way and certain context (Wittgenstein 1953), so too do
a group of friends, an academic discipline, an assessment tool, or, we argue,
a support system such as Study Skills. Here language is anything but
objective (contra. Saussure 1959), representing so close an amalgam of
language and thought that it is not possible to separate them (Vygotsky
1962). Rather, language is subjective and has underlying ideological and
artistic elements (Voloshinov 1973), and the written word is merely the
‘inert hardened crust’ of previous language usage (Voloshinov 1973).

Ultimately, what this means for Study Skills, and any academic subject, is
that context is critical: we define that context, and we adjust how we view
content, objects, and language according to that specific context. If our
context is a Nursing one, we will see ‘critique’ through a Nursing context
lens, which is very different to how we see ‘critique’ through an Engineering
context lens or, we argue, a Study Skills context lens. Here, each individual
would see what they were doing as ‘critique’, but it would be very different in
nature according to the context, and not necessarily appropriate for
a different context. In the same way that a Nursing context ‘critique’ may
not be useful for Engineering, so might a Study Skills context ‘critique’ not
be useful for Engineering; and yet each individual would say they were
doing ‘critique’ and, in their own context, they would be. Likewise, any
‘Study Skills’ defined and used in a Nursing context by a Nursing lecturer
and students will differ from any ‘Study Skills’ in an Engineering context
used by an Engineering lecturer, and any ‘Study Skills’ used by a Study Skills
specialist: the context dictates everything. It is this conflation of different
contextual meanings the theory helps dispel, ultimately making Study Skills
better evaluated and suited to appropriate contexts and ultimately helping
with student ‘success’ defined as educational gain and attainment.

Discussion: definitions; silos; metrics; suggestions for evaluating ‘study
skills’

Thus, subjects often initiate programmes to develop Study Skills but asking
‘What'’s the context?’ shows that where these have positive impact it is not in
a dislocated Study Skills context, but a context of success in the subject that
is appropriate, such as legal writing skills for Law (Knox and Stone 2019) or
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using a virtual microscope in Anatomy (Husmann and O’Loughlin 2019).
Studies investigating whether students consider subject context Study Skills
or those in separate or generic Study Skills context appropriate, show they
think it is the former (Baik and Greig 2009), and that these are connected
with their success. Asking ‘What’s the context?' and exploring the answer
shows that when Study Skills are claimed to have a positive impact a context
of Study Skills is considered inappropriate by students, but contexts helping
with subject success, often delivered by or in conjunction with subject
lecturers (Campitelli, Page, and Quach 2019; Cook, Thompson, and Dias-
Lopez 2019) are considered appropriate.

Yet, where Study Skills are claimed valuable, they are often measured in
inappropriate contexts dislocated from the subject they are intended to help
with such as attendance; retention; or whether Study Skills improve stu-
dents” Study Skills (Maldoni 2018; Munn 2021). Also, research that claims
Study Skills does have an impact cites for support studies into aspects other
than Study Skills are undertaken in arguably inappropriate contexts (e.g.
Wallbank and Le Hen 2023) and many meta-analyses aiming to ascertain
the success of Study Skills draw on studies in multiple contexts of both
generic Study Skills and subject specific Study Skills (e.g. Corwin Visible
Learning meta 2021; Kim et al. 2008) and thus cannot accurately ascertain
what works to aid success. We argue there are principally three issues here:
multiple definitions of the same terms; the continued existence of silos and
of work being undertaken in them; and the use of decontextualised metrics
to measure impact.

Firstly, multiple definitions: Study Skills are elusive to define and many
definitions exist (Richards and Pilcher 2020). Definitions may relate to the
‘what’ of learning (Allan and Clarke 2007); to help with exams or grades
(Bulent, Hakan, and Aydin 2015); to help find and understand information
(Wolfe 2009) or other aspects (e.g. R. Bailey 2010; Durkin and Main 2002;
Entwistle 1960). Moreover, many associated terms are defined differently,
for example ‘embedded’ could be simply a Study Skills standalone session
delivered as part of a module or simply entitled ‘Study skills for Nurses’ but
containing similar aspects to generic courses such as sections on time
management or technology (Mason-Whitehead and Mason 2007). Other
Study Skills aspects are sub-categorised into specific areas such as ‘academic
writing’; ‘presentations’; ‘grammar’; ‘referencing’ (Cottrell 2019). As noted
above, the idea of transferability of skills is often disputed (Hyland and
Johnson 1998) and one we argue based on a misplaced assumption that
language and words are universally applicable and understood (Richards
and Pilcher 2019).

Yet, we argue the question “‘What’s the context?' overcomes any issues
with definitions as Study Skills are evaluated by their context, and the
answer can help pinpoint whether this context is appropriate, and helps
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with student success. One study in biology rightly notes of data in the form
of student perceptions in improvements ‘we do not know from this data
whether students are better at these skills or if they merely think they are
better’ (Brownell and Kloser 2015, 531). Whilst such work does not suggest
such measurements be ignored, it does ‘strongly advocate the addition of
direct measures of students’ competencies’ (531). We therefore suggest any
data gathered from student module evaluations be triangulated with other
data to seek causation with student attainments and explore what contexts
are most appropriate. A key theme in much literature is authenticity, often
related to students’ lived experiences (Stein, Isaacs, and Andrews 2004) and
subjective in nature (Gulikers et al. 2008). It is nevertheless noted, ‘it is
imperative that students perceive their assessments as authentic’ (Gulikers
et al. 2008, 401). We argue that integrating and linking evaluations of Study
Skills by success makes them authentic and provides an appropriate context
for any definition. Indeed, asking ‘What’s the context?’ here of any evalua-
tion of Study Skills, the answer would be: the context of student success, an
appropriate one given their stated goal.

Secondly, regarding silos or bubbles of research taking place separately
and rarely communicated outside of that bubble, can have adverse impacts
as, ‘silos lack engagement with one another and possess conflicting defini-
tions of foundational terms’ (Brown 2017, 42). Silos also relate to entrench-
ment as ‘silos breed tribalism and a refusal to collaborate and share
knowledge’ (Gerstein and Friedman 2016, 111). Moreover, ‘on the academic
scene, siloism results in the department becoming more important than the
survival of the organization’ (Gerstein and Friedman 2016, 111). We argue
such tendencies can be seen in, for example, evaluating Study Skills through
inappropriate contexts such as attendance or by students’ perceptions of
their Study Skills abilities rather than their success. A Study Skills silo may
lead to studies where, ‘students were also asked to tick all the strategies they
planned to use to improve their English language while at university’
(Ashton-Hay, Wignell, and Evans 2016, A-8). Further, it may rationalise
arguments that students do not attend Study Skills classes because they do
not appreciate their value (Ma 2018), or that only Academic Literacies
specialists can teach Law students to write Law essays, as Law Academics
may not know how to teach Law students to write (Noakes 2020). Here any
research dislocates Study Skills from the context they are intended to help
with. Yet, concomitantly, there is also much research in silos (as outlined
above) that shows Study Skills are effective in helping student success when
taught in appropriate contexts of, e.g. Law, Engineering, Nursing, and
Anatomy. Again, asking “What’s the context?” means any answer has to
consider whether the context is an appropriate one of student success, or an
inappropriate one of attendance, or perceptions of improvements in Study
Skills.
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Thirdly, the use of decontextualised metrics to measure impact. Much
research maligns the use of metrics to measure and rationalise potentially
inappropriate approaches (e.g. Torres and Renn 2021). In the above, this is
arguably through the use of metrics in contexts such as attendance, reten-
tion, and also correlation rates of attendance with GPA increases. All such
attempts to measure impact arguably involve decontextualised metrics to
evaluate Study Skills, and underpin many meta-analyses claiming Study
Skills have a positive impact (e.g. Corwin Visible Learning Meta 2021).
Yet, these metrics are not so much decontextualised as in an inappropriate
context, and such metrics can be easily placed in an appropriate context by
evaluating the effectiveness of Study Skills by their relation to student
success. Again underpinning such evaluations and assessments by asking
‘What’s the context?” helps target evaluations on the context of student
success. Indeed, when measuring student success, many rely on Astin’s
(1991) model of Inputs — Environments - Outcomes Model. By questioning
the alignment of an institution’s outputs with its inputs, Astin was able to
determine the quality of these inputs (York, Gibson, and Rankin 2015).
Here, Study Skills could be evaluated through perceived impact on student
success in contexts of student academic success. Where any evaluation is
guided by the question “What’s the context? Skills are evaluated in an
appropriate context of their value for success, not in a stand-alone, bolt-
on, generic or inappropriate context. For example, with science students, it
is noted ‘an important finding . .. is the prominent role played by practical
laboratory classes in skills development’ (Hodgson, Varsavsky, and
Matthews 2014, 524). Here, scientific knowledge is described as a ‘skill’.
Notably, all such skills are science based, none are generic. Asking “‘What’s
the context? when evaluating Study Skills helps reveal the context of what is
being assessed and whether this is an appropriate context to achieve the
ultimate goal of what Study Skills claim to help: student success.

Conclusion

This article has argued Study Skills in any guise be evaluated in appropriate
contexts of what they claim to help students with: success at university, and
not in inappropriate contexts dislocated from this. The paper argues the
simple way to do this is to undertake any evaluation guided by the question
‘What’s the context? Studies to date have evaluated Study Skills in inap-
propriate contexts of attendance; of whether Study Skills helps develop
Study Skills, or whether specific Study Skills (e.g. Semantic Grammar)
transfer into Subject Assignments. Further, many studies that evaluate
Study Skills positively and show their positive impact on subject success
actually accord the name ‘Study Skills’ to what is in fact an appropriate
context of student success in their subjects. Asking the question of any study
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‘What’s the context?” would both identify the context and show which
contexts were appropriate and which were inappropriate.

Issues exist arising from context perspectives related to multiple defi-
nitions of Study Skills; of studies being undertaken in a silo, meaning it is
unclear whether the evaluation of Study Skills is in an inappropriate or
appropriate context; and of the use of decontextualised metrics to eval-
uate Study Skills. Yet, and as outlined above, context is everything and
nothing exists outwith context. Consequently, every subject and every
individual has their own understandings of phrases and words and Study
Skills; they all claim to be doing critique and Study Skills and they all are,
but a Nursing and Engineering critique and Study Skills critique are all
very different. Context is everything. Yet, in Higher Education world-
wide, the claim that Study Skills helps with success is a ubiquitous one,
and although much evaluation is done in appropriate contexts, much is
done in contexts that are often inappropriate and which evaluate Study
skills dislocated from whether they help with the success context.
Crucially, failure to consider the context means the status quo can only
continue. We argue undertaking any evaluation of Study Skills by asking
‘What’s the context?” helps target any evaluation to consider the context
and its appropriateness, and in turn helps future design of any Study
Skills support to enable it to better achieve the claims made of it: to help
all students attain success in educational gain and attainment in their
subjects.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID

Nick Pilcher (%) http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5093-9345
Kendall Richards () http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2594-8135

References

Allan, J., and K. Clarke. 2007. “Nurturing Supportive Learning Environments in Higher
Education Through the Teaching of Study Skills: To Embed or Not to Embed?”
International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 19 (1): 64-76.

Ashton-Hay, S. A., and N. Doncaster. 2021. “Student Success and Retention: What’s
Academic Skills Got to Do with It?” Journal of Academic Language and Learning 15 (1):
102-116.

Ashton-Hay, S. A., P. Wignell, and K. Evans. 2016. “International Student Transitioning
Experiences: Student Voice.” Journal of Academic Language and Learning 10 (1): Al-
A19.



466 (&) N.PILCHER AND K. RICHARDS

Astin, A. W. 1991. Assessment for Excellence: The Philosophy and Practice of Assessment and
Evaluation in Higher Education. New York: Macmillan.

Australia Bureau of Statistics. 2023. “Correlation and Causation.” Available At: Correlation
and Causation | Australian Bureau of Statistics (Abs.Gov.au), Accessed February, 2023.
Baik, C., and J. Greig. 2009. “Improving the Academic Outcomes of Undergraduate ESL
Students: The Case for Discipline-Based Academic Skills Programs.” Higher Education

Research & Development 28 (4): 401-416. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360903067005.

Bailey, P., J. Derbyshire, A. Harding, A. Middleton, K. Rayson, and L. Syson. 2007.
“Assessing the Impact of a Study Skills Programme on the Academic Development of
Nursing Diploma Students at Northumbria University, UK.” Health Information &
Libraries Journal 24 (s1): 77-85. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-1842.2007.00741 x.

Bailey, R. 2010. “The Role and Efficacy of Generic Learning and Study Support: What is the
Experience and Perspective of Academic Staff?” Journal of Learning Development in
Higher Education 2 (2): 1-14. https://doi.org/10.47408/jldhe.v0i2.57.

Bakhtin, M. M. 1981. The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by MM Bakhtin (M. Holquist,
Ed.; C. Emerson and M. Holquist, Trans.). Austin: University of Texas Press.

Bakhtin, M. M. 1986. Speech Genres and Other Late Essays (V. W. McGee, Ed.; C. Emerson
and M. Holquist, Trans.). Austin: University of Texas Press.

Bell, J., and S. Waters. 2014. Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time
Researchers. McGraw-Hill Education. https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/napier/
detail.action?docID=1910218.

Birkbeck. 2024. Personal and Academic Skills for Success. Available at Personal and
Academic Skills for Success — Birkbeck. University of London. Accessed May, 2024.

Bristol. 2024. “Study Skills.” Bristol, UK: University of Bristol. Accessed may, 2024.

Brown, J. T. 2017. “The Seven Silos of Accountability in Higher Education: Systematizing
Multiple Logics and Fields.” Research & Practice in Assessment 11:41-58.

Brownell, S. E., and M. J. Kloser. 2015. “Toward a Conceptual Framework for Measuring the
Effectiveness of Course-Based Undergraduate Research Experiences in Undergraduate
Biology.” Studies in Higher Education 40 (3): 525-544. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.
2015.1004234.

Bulent, A., K. Hakan, and B. Aydin. 2015. “An Analysis of Undergraduates’ Study Skills.”
ProcediaSocial and Behavioral Sciences 197:1355-1362. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.
2015.07.389.

Butler, N., and O. Madhloom. 2017. “Rethinking Property Law Modules: Putting Theory
into Practice.” The Law Teacher 51 (4): 440-452. https://doi.org/10.1080/03069400.2016.
1201746.

Campitelli, S. T., J. Page, and J. Quach. 2019. “Measuring the Effectiveness of Academic
Skills Individual Interventions on University Graduate Student Writing: To What Extent
are We Making a Difference?” Journal of Academic Language and Learning 13 (1): A124-
A139.

Cho, J., and A. Trent. 2006. “Validity in Qualitative Research Revisited.” Qualitative
Research 6 (3): 319-340. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794106065006.

Chua, K. J.,, W. M. Yang, and H. L. Leo. 2014. “Enhanced and Conventional Project-Based
Learning in an Engineering Design Module.” International Journal of Technology &
Design Education 24 (4): 437-458. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10798-013-9255-7.

Cook, P., A. Thompson, and A. Dias-Lopez. 2019. “Report on PTAS Project Analysing the
Effects of Embedded Study Skills on First Year UG Attainment. Edinburgh, UK:
University of Edinburgh.” Accessed March 8, 2019. http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/iad/
Learning_teaching/Academic_ teaching/PTAS/Outputs/PTAS_Project_


https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360903067005
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-1842.2007.00741.x
https://doi.org/10.47408/jldhe.v0i2.57
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/napier/detail.action?docID=1910218
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/napier/detail.action?docID=1910218
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1004234
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1004234
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.07.389
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.07.389
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069400.2016.1201746
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069400.2016.1201746
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794106065006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10798-013-9255-7
http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/iad/Learning_teaching/Academic_teaching/PTAS/Outputs/PTAS_Project_ReportAnalysingEffectsEmbeddedStudySkills_onFirstYear_UG%20Attainment_Cook.pdf
http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/iad/Learning_teaching/Academic_teaching/PTAS/Outputs/PTAS_Project_ReportAnalysingEffectsEmbeddedStudySkills_onFirstYear_UG%20Attainment_Cook.pdf

RESEARCH IN POST-COMPULSORY EDUCATION 467

ReportAnalysingEffectsEmbeddedStudySkills_ onFirstYear_ UG%20Attainment_Cook.
pdf.

Corwin Visible Learning Meta. 2021. “Study Skills, Global Research Database Version 1.1 -
Updated August.” Corwin Visible Learning. Visible Learning+ (corwin.com) Last
Accessed November, 2023.

Cottrell, S. 2019. The Study Skills Handbook. London, UK: Bloomsbury Publishing.

Danilowicz-Gosele, K., K. Lerche, J. Meya, and R. Schwager. 2017. “Determinants of
students’ Success at University.” Education Economics 25 (5): 513-532. https://doi.org/
10.1080/09645292.2017.1305329.

de Henau, J. 2024. “The Impact of Academic Skills Development on Student Outcomes in
Higher Education-Literature Review.” In Centre for Teaching and Learning. Oxford,
England: University of Oxford. Accessed February, 2025. https://www.ctl.ox.ac.uk/sites/
default/files/ctl/documents/media/academic_skills_literature_review.pdf.

Diseth, A., S. Pallesen, A. Hovland, S. Larsen, and E. Sadler-Smith. 2006. “Course
Experience, Approaches to Learning and Academic Achievement.” Education+
Training 48 (2/3): 156-169. https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910610651782.

Drennan, L., and G. Keyser. 2022. “Facilitating Skills Transfer: A Collaborative Writing
Centre Intervention for Undergraduate Law Students.” Journal for Language Teaching
56 (1): 1-25. https://doi.org/10.56285/jltVol56iss1a5411.

Durkin, K., and A. Main. 2002. “Discipline-Based Study Skills Support for First-Year
Undergraduate Students.” Active Learning in Higher Education 3 (1): 24-39. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1469787402003001003.

Easteal, P. L. 2011. “The Legal Education Academic: Research-Led Teaching.” In Excellence
and Innovation in Legal Education (2011, LexisNexis), edited by Jill Cowley, Sally Kift,
Michelle Sanson, and Penelope Watson. https://ssrn.com/abstract=2181818.

Einfalt, J. T, and J. Turley. 2009. “Engaging First Year Students in Skill Development: A
Three-Way Collaborative Model in Action.” Journal of Academic Language and Learning
3 (2): A105-A116.

Entwistle, D. R. 1960. “Evaluations of Study-Skills Courses: A Review.” Journal of
Educational Research 53 (7): 243-251. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.1960.10882643.

Essex. 2024. Academic Skills.” Colchester, England: University of Essex. Accessed May, 2024.

Fabian, K., S. Smith, E. Taylor-Smith, and D. Meharg. 2022. “Identifying Factors Influencing
Study Skills Engagement and Participation for Online Learners in Higher Education
During COVID-19.” British Journal of Educational Technology 53 (6): 1915-1936.
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.13221.

Fecho, B. 2011. Teaching for the Students: Habits of Heart, Mind, and Practice in the Engaged
Classroom. New York: Teachers College Press.

Friedland, S. I. 1996. “How We Teach: A Survey of Teaching Techniques in American Law
Schools.” Seattle UL Rev 20:1. https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.
journals/sealr20&div=7&id=&page=.

Garcia, 1., C. Pacheco, F. Méndez, and J. A. Calvo-Manzano. 2020. “The Effects of Game-
Based Learning in the Acquisition of “Soft Skills” on Undergraduate Software
Engineering Courses: A Systematic Literature Review.” Computer Applications in
Engineering Education 28 (5): 1327-1354. https://doi.org/10.1002/cae.22304.

Gerstein, M., and H. H. Friedman. 2016. “Rethinking Higher Education: Focusing on Skills
and Competencies.” Psychosociological Issues in Human Resource Management 4 (2):
104.-121.

Gilbert, R., J. Balatti, P. Turner, and H. Whitehouse. 2004. “The Generic Skills Debate in
Research Higher Degrees.” Higher Education Research ¢ Development 23 (3): 375-388.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0729436042000235454.


http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/iad/Learning_teaching/Academic_teaching/PTAS/Outputs/PTAS_Project_ReportAnalysingEffectsEmbeddedStudySkills_onFirstYear_UG%20Attainment_Cook.pdf
http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/iad/Learning_teaching/Academic_teaching/PTAS/Outputs/PTAS_Project_ReportAnalysingEffectsEmbeddedStudySkills_onFirstYear_UG%20Attainment_Cook.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09645292.2017.1305329
https://doi.org/10.1080/09645292.2017.1305329
https://www.ctl.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/ctl/documents/media/academic_skills_literature_review.pdf
https://www.ctl.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/ctl/documents/media/academic_skills_literature_review.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910610651782
https://doi.org/10.56285/jltVol56iss1a5411
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787402003001003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787402003001003
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2181818
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.1960.10882643
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.13221
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.13221
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/sealr20%26div=7%26id=%26page=
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/sealr20%26div=7%26id=%26page=
https://doi.org/10.1002/cae.22304
https://doi.org/10.1080/0729436042000235454
https://doi.org/10.1080/0729436042000235454

468 (& N.PILCHER AND K. RICHARDS

Green, T. K., and C. I. Agosti. 2011. “Apprenticing Students to Academic Discourse: Using
Student and Teacher Feedback to Analyse the Extent to which a Discipline-Specific
Academic Literacies Program Works.” Journal of Academic Language and Learning
5(1): A18-A35.

Gulikers, J. T., T. J. Bastiaens, P. A. Kirschner, and L. Kester. 2008. “Authenticity is in the
Eye of the Beholder: Student and Teacher Perceptions of Assessment Authenticity.”
Journal of Vocational Education & Training 60 (4): 401-412. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13636820802591830.

Harris, A. J., and J. L. Ashton. 2011. “Embedding and Integrating Language and Academic
Skills: An Innovative Approach.” Journal of Academic Language and Learning 5 (2): A73-
A87.

Hettiarachchi, E., M. A. Huertas, and E. Mor. 2015. “E-Assessment System for Skill and
Knowledge Assessment in Computer Engineering Education.” International Journal of
Engineering Education 31 (2): 529-540.

Hodgson, Y., C. Varsavsky, and K. E. Matthews. 2014. “Assessment and Teaching of Science
Skills: Whole of Programme Perceptions of Graduating Students.” Assessment &
Evaluation in Higher Education 39 (5): 515-530. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2013.
842539.

Husmann, P. R,, and V. D. O’Loughlin. 2019. “Another Nail in the Coffin for Learning
Styles? Disparities Among Undergraduate Anatomy students’ Study Strategies, Class
Performance, and Reported VARK Learning Styles.” Anatomical Sciences Education
12 (1): 6-19. https://doi.org/10.1002/ase.1777.

Hyland, T., and S. Johnson. 1998. “Of Cabbages and Key Skills: Exploding the Mythology of
Core Transferable Skills in Post-School Education.” Journal of Further and Higher
Education 22 (2): 163-172. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877980220205.

Idrus, H. 2014. “Developing Well-Rounded Graduates Through Integration of Soft Skills in
the Teaching of Engineering Courses.” 2014 IEEE Frontiers in Education Conference (FIE)
Proceedings, Madrid, Spain, 1-9. IEEE. October.

Kahu, E. R. 2013. “Framing Student Engagement in Higher Education.” Studies in Higher
Education 38 (5): 758-773. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.598505.

Kahu, E. R., and K. Nelson. 2018. “Student Engagement in the Educational Interface:
Understanding the Mechanisms of Student Success.” Higher Education Research &
Development 37 (1): 58-71. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2017.1344197.

Kennelly, R., A. Maldoni, and D. Davies. 2010. “A Case Study: Do Discipline-Based
Programmes Improve Student Learning Outcomes?” International Journal for
Educational Integrity 6 (1). https://doi.org/10.21913/IJEL.v6il.671.

Kim, D., B. N. Kim, K. Lee, J. K. Park, S. Hong, and H. Kim. 2008. “Effects of Cognitive
Learning Strategies for Korean Learners: A Meta-Analysis.” Asia Pacific Education Review
9 (4): 409-422. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03025659.

Knox, J., and M. Stone. 2019. “Embedding Employability Skills for the Legal Professionals of
the Future.” The Law Teacher 53 (1): 90-101. https://doi.org/10.1080/03069400.2018.
1490472.

Lipstein, M., M. Wong, and B. Hard. 2023. “What Does “Success” Mean to Students at
a Selective University? Individual Differences and Implications for Well-Being.” Journal
of Postsecondary Student Success 2 (4): 24-52. https://doi.org/10.33009/fsop_jpss132785.

Loughborough University. 2023. “University of Loughborough. Academic and Student
Support.” Available at Academic support | Postgraduate study | Loughborough
University (Iboro.ac.uk) Accessed February, 2023.

Lowe, T. 2024. “What is the Meaning of Student Success in Higher Education?” Buckingham
Journal of Education 4 (2): 91-102.


https://doi.org/10.1080/13636820802591830
https://doi.org/10.1080/13636820802591830
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2013.842539
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2013.842539
https://doi.org/10.1002/ase.1777
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877980220205
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.598505
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2017.1344197
https://doi.org/10.21913/IJEI.v6i1.671
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03025659
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069400.2018.1490472
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069400.2018.1490472
https://doi.org/10.33009/fsop_jpss132785

RESEARCH IN POST-COMPULSORY EDUCATION 469

Ma, L. P. F. 2018. “Student Evaluation of Academic Literacy Workshops and Individual
Consultations: A Study in an Australian University.” Journal of Academic Language and
Learning 12 (2): A1-A17.

Maldoni, A. M. 2018. ““Degrees of Deception” to Degrees of Proficiency: Embedding
Academic Literacies into the Disciplines.” Journal of Academic Language and Learning
12 (2): A102-A129.

Mason, H. D. 2019. “Evaluation of a Study Skills Intervention Programme: A Mixed
Methods Study.” Africa Education Review 16 (1): 88-105. https://doi.org/10.1080/
18146627.2016.1241666.

Mason-Whitehead, E., and T. Mason. 2007. Study Skills for Nurses. London, UK: Sage.

Matters, E. 2019. What Does Success Mean to You? Be Surprised What it Means to Our Uni
Students, EduResearch Matters. September 8. Accessed February 22, 2025, from https://
blog.aare.edu.au/what-does-success-mean-to-you-be-surprised-what-it-means-to-our-
uni-students/.

MMU. 2024. “Study Skills.” Manchester, UK: Study Skills | Manchester Metropolitan
University (mmu.ac.uk). Accessed May, 2024.

Munn, D. 2021. “Learning Transfer from an In-Sessional ESAP Module to International
Relations and Development students’ Core Disciplinary Writing Assignments: Teaching
Semantic Gravity to Support Cumulative Knowledge Building.” Journal of Academic
Language and Learning 15 (1): 187-213.

Noakes, S. 2020. ““Law Academics Probably Would Be a Little Bit Embarrassed to Do That™:
Misconceptions of the Role of ALL Expertise by Law Academics, and What to Do About
Them.” Journal of Academic Language and Learning 14 (1): 87-112. https://journal.aall.
org.au/index.php/jall/article/view/719.

Norton, S. 2024. “Unlocking Potential: What is Student Success in Higher Education?”
Advance HE. Available at: https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/unlocking-
potential-what-student-success-higher-education.

NTU. 2024. “Skills for Success.” Nottingham, UK: Skills for success | Nottingham Trent
University Last Accessed. May 2024.

Nystrom, A. S., C. Jackson, and M. Salminen Karlsson. 2019. “What Counts as Success?
Constructions of Achievement in Prestigious Higher Education Programmes.” Research
Papers in Education 34 (4): 465-482. https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2018.1452964.

Pais, M. E. M., A. Morifia Diez, and B. Morgado. 2024. “What is University Success?
Graduates with Disabilities Define it.” Higher Education: 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10734-024-01308-9.

Passow, H. J., and C. H. Passow. 2017. “What Competencies Should Undergraduate
Engineering Programs Emphasize? A Systematic Review.” Journal of Engineering
Education 106 (3): 475-526. https://doi.org/10.1002/jee.20171.

Pilcher, N., and K. Richards. 2016. “The Paradigmatic Hearts of Subjects which Their
‘English’flows Through.” Higher Education Research ¢ Development 35 (5): 997-1010.
Pilcher, N., and K. Richards. 2017. “Challenging the Power Invested in the International
English Language Testing System (IELTS): Why Determining ‘English’ Preparedness

Needs to Be Undertaken within the Subject Context.” Power & Education 9 (1): 3-17.

Pryjmachuk, S., A. Gill, P. Wood, N. Olleveant, and P. Keeley. 2012. “Evaluation of an
Online Study Skills Course.” Active Learning in Higher Education 13 (2): 155-168. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1469787412441298.

Pulko, S. H., and S. Parikh. 2003. “Teaching ‘Soft’ Skills to Engineers.” The International
Journal of Electrical Engineering & Education 40 (4): 243-254. https://doi.org/10.7227/
IJEEE.40.4.2.


https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2016.1241666
https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2016.1241666
https://blog.aare.edu.au/what-does-success-mean-to-you-be-surprised-what-it-means-to-our-uni-students/
https://blog.aare.edu.au/what-does-success-mean-to-you-be-surprised-what-it-means-to-our-uni-students/
https://blog.aare.edu.au/what-does-success-mean-to-you-be-surprised-what-it-means-to-our-uni-students/
https://journal.aall.org.au/index.php/jall/article/view/719
https://journal.aall.org.au/index.php/jall/article/view/719
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/unlocking-potential-what-student-success-higher-education
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/unlocking-potential-what-student-success-higher-education
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2018.1452964
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01308-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01308-9
https://doi.org/10.1002/jee.20171
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787412441298
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787412441298
https://doi.org/10.7227/IJEEE.40.4.2
https://doi.org/10.7227/IJEEE.40.4.2

470 (& N.PILCHER AND K. RICHARDS

QAA. n.d. Accounting for Student Success - Measuring Educational Gain. Accessed February,
2025. https://www.qaa.ac.uk/membership/collaborative-enhancement-projects/educa
tional-gain/accounting-for-student-success-measuring-educational-gain Last.

Richards, K., and N. Pilcher. 2014. “Contextualising Higher Education Assessment Task
Words with an ‘Anti-glossary’ Approach.” International Journal of Qualitative Studies in
Education 27 (5): 604-625.

Richards, K., and N. Pilcher. 2018. “Academic Literacies: The Word is Not Enough.”
Teaching in Higher Education 23 (2): 162-177.

Richards, K., and N. Pilcher. 2019. “How a View of Language Underpins Approaches to
Supporting Higher Education Students That Facilitate Neo-Liberalism, and How to Resist
This.” Power ¢ Education 11 (1): 51-68.

Richards, K., and N. Pilcher. 2020. “Using Physical Objects as a Portal to Reveal Academic
Subject Identity and Thought.” The Qualitative Report 25 (1): 127-144. https://doi.org/10.
46743/2160-3715/2020.4023

Rorrer, A. S, J. Allen, and H. Zuo. 2018. “A National Study of Undergraduate Research
Experiences in Computing: Implications for Culturally Relevant Pedagogy.” Proceedings
of the 49th ACM Technical Symposium on Computer Science Education, Baltimore,
Maryland, USA, 604-609. February.

Sapsford, R., and V. Jupp, eds. 2006. Data Collection and Analysis. 2nd ed. London: Sage.

Saussure, F. 1959. Course in General Linguistics. New York, NY: Philosophical Library.

Shuman, L. J., M. Besterfield-Sacre, and J. McGourty. 2005. “The ABET “Professional Skills”
- Can They Be Taught? Can They Be Assessed?” Journal of Engineering Education 94 (1):
41-55. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2168-9830.2005.tb00828 x.

Simons, D. J., W. R. Boot, N. Charness, S. E. Gathercole, C. F. Chabris, D. Z. Hambrick, and
E. A. Stine-Morrow. 2016. “Do “Brain-Training” Programs Work?” Psychological Science
in the Public Interest 17 (3): 103-186.

Stein, S. J., G. Isaacs, and T. Andrews. 2004. “Incorporating Authentic Learning Experiences
within a University Course.” Studies in Higher Education 29 (2): 239-258. https://doi.org/
10.1080/0307507042000190813.

Svensberg, K., R. E. Brandlistuen, I. Bjornsdottir, and S. K. Sporrong. 2018. “Factors
Associated with Pharmacy Students’ Attitudes Towards Learning Communication
Skills - a Study Among Nordic Pharmacy Students.” Research in Social &
Administrative Pharmacy 14 (3): 279-289. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sapharm.2017.03.
055.

Therova, D. 2021. “The Acquisition and Development of Academic Vocabulary: Learners’
Perspectives.” Journal of Academic Language and Learning 15 (1): 85-101.

Topalli, D., and N. E. Cagiltay. 2018. “Improving Programming Skills in Engineering
Education Through Problem-Based Game Projects with Scratch.” Computers and
Education 120:64-74. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2018.01.011.

Torres, V., and K. A. Renn. 2021. “Is Metric-Centered Leadership Generating New Silos?”
Change, the Magazine of Higher Learning 53 (2): 49-56. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00091383.2021.1883982.

UKCISA. 2024. “Study Skills for Success.” UKCISA - International Student Advice and
Guidance - Study Skills for Success Last. London, UK: UK Council for International
Student Affairs. Accessed May 2024.

Urciuoli, J. A., and C. Bluestone. 2013. “Study Skills Analysis: A Pilot Study Linking
a Success and Psychology Course.” Community College Journal of Research and Practice
37 (5): 397-401. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2012.716386.

Voloshinov, V. N. 1973. Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (L. Matejka and 1. R.
Titunik, Trans.). New York: Seminar Press.


https://www.qaa.ac.uk/membership/collaborative-enhancement-projects/educational-gain/accounting-for-student-success-measuring-educational-gainLast
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/membership/collaborative-enhancement-projects/educational-gain/accounting-for-student-success-measuring-educational-gainLast
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2020.4023
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2020.4023
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2168-9830.2005.tb00828.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/0307507042000190813
https://doi.org/10.1080/0307507042000190813
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sapharm.2017.03.055
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sapharm.2017.03.055
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2018.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2021.1883982
https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2021.1883982
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2012.716386

RESEARCH IN POST-COMPULSORY EDUCATION 471

Vygotsky, L. S. 1962. Thought and Language (E. Hanfmann and G. Vakar, Trans.).
Cambridge: MIT Press.

Wallbank, A., and P. Le Hen. 2023. “The Politics of Integration: The Opportunities,
Challenges and Successes of Embedding Academic Skills and Literacies Development
into an Interdisciplinary, ‘Integrated’ Foundation Year Programme.” Journal of
University Teaching & Learning Practice 20 (4). https://doi.org/10.53761/1.20.4.05.

Weatherton, M., E. E. Schussler, and K. Tanner. 2021. “Success for All? A Call to
Re-Examine How Student Success is Defined in Higher Education.” CBE—Life Sciences
Education 20 (1): es3. https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.20-09-0223.

Williamson, K., and G. Johanson, Eds. 2017. Research Methods: Information, Systems, and
Contexts. England, UK: Chandos Publishing.

Wingate, U. 2006. “Doing Away with ‘Study skills’.” Teaching in Higher Education 11 (4):
457-469. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510600874268.

Wittgenstein, L. 1953. Philosophical Investigations. Oxford: Blackwell.

Wolfe, A. M. 2009. “Student Attitudes Toward Study Skills.” Marketing Management
Association: 262-268. https://alisonwolfe.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/Student_
Attitudes_Study_Skills.pdf.

Wong, B., J. DeWitt, and Y. L. T. Chiu. 2023. “Mapping the Eight Dimensions of the Ideal
Student in Higher Education.” Educational Review 75 (2): 153-171. https://doi.org/10.
1080/00131911.2021.1909538.

York, T. T., C. Gibson, and S. Rankin. 2015. “Defining and Measuring Academic Success.”
Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation 20 (1): 5.

Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia, O., C. Kiihling-Thees, J. Gordon, J. Reichert-Schlax, R. Happ, and
H. Pant. 2022. “Improving Study Admission Through Entry Diagnostics Using
a Validated Subject-Specific Test.” Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 47 (8):
1274-1288. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2022.2040001.


https://doi.org/10.53761/1.20.4.05
https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.20-09-0223
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510600874268
https://alisonwolfe.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/Student_Attitudes_Study_Skills.pdf
https://alisonwolfe.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/Student_Attitudes_Study_Skills.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2021.1909538
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2021.1909538
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2022.2040001

	Abstract
	Introduction
	The ineffectiveness of study skills when evaluated in inappropriate contexts
	The effectiveness of study skills when evaluated in appropriate contexts
	The importance of context
	Discussion: definitions; silos; metrics; suggestions for evaluating ‘study skills’
	Conclusion
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

