
Regulating your study time and effort 
Knowing how well or how poorly you know something is critical to effectively allocating your 
study time and effort. 

The more difficult the material being learned, the worse we tend to be at estimating how well we 
know it. 

Various learning strategies improve our awareness of how well we know something. 

Learner attributes are also important, particularly our attitudes to learning and beliefs about our 
abilities. 

In general, the weight of the research evidence suggests that college students tend to have a poor 
sense of how prepared they are for testing, and having been tested, they have a poor sense of how 
well they did! (This, of course, is even more true of younger students). 

Does it matter? 

Well, yes, it does. Being able to accurately estimate how well you've learnt something 
(monitoring) allows you to better allocate your time and energy (self-regulation). You don't want 
to spend more time than you need on particular topics; you also don't want to short-change topics 
that need more work. 

We tend to be better at regulating our time and effort when the material to be learned is simple. 

Obviously, also, some people are much better than others at knowing how well they know 
something. What distinguishes those people who have a good metacognitive sense and those who 
don't? 

Well, partly, it's about the strategies used in learning. Taking notes, for example, tends to make 
you more aware of what you know and what you don't know.But not only note-taking; any 
strategy that causes you to process the material more thoroughly should have this result. 

Studies have found that your monitoring accuracy can be improved: 
• when you monitor your learning after a short delay, rather than immediately after 

studying the material [1] 
• when items are actively generated and not simply passively read [2] 
• by having practice tests of the material [3] 
• by summarizing the material [4] 
• by generating keywords -- but only if, again, you delay a little while before generating 

them [5] 

In general, it seems that students tend to be better at predicting their ability to recall information 
than their understanding -- as evidenced by their ability to apply the information and make 
inferences about it. It is of course easier to test your memory than your understanding, and it may 
well be that students tend not to clearly distinguish between these two aspects of learning. 
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However, certain strategies, such as taking notes (although it depends on the nature of the 
notes!), do lend themselves to helping develop understanding more than memory. 

One final thing is worth noting. It's not only about strategies. Monitoring accuracy is also 
affected by learner attributes — which doesn't mean you can excuse yourself on the grounds 
you're "not smart enough"! Studies have found that IQ rarely is a significant factor once 
background knowledge and other factors (such as socioeconomic status) are accounted for [6]. 
What looks like being of importance is the student's chronic dispositional status toward learning 
-- that is, their general attitude to it. For example, those who believe intelligence is malleable and 
can be increased are more likely to work on increasing their skills, compared to those who 
believe intelligence is fixed, who tend to focus more on demonstrating good performance, often 
by choosing only those sort of tasks at which they can do well [7]. 

References:  
• Peverly, S.T., Brobst, K.E., Grahan, M. & Shaw, R. 2003. College adults are not good at 

self-regulation: A study on the relationship of self-regulation, note taking, and test taking. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 95 (2), 335-346. 

• Thiede, K.W., Anderson, M.C.M. & Therriault, D. 2003. Accuracy of metacognitive 
monitoring affects learning of texts. Journal of Educational Psychology, 95(1), 66-73. 

1. Dunlosky, J. & Nelson, T.O. 1992. Importance of the kind of cue for judgments of 
learning (JOL) and the delayed-JOL effect. Memory & Cognition, 20, 374-380. 

2. Mazzoni, G. & Nelson, T.O. 1993. Metacognitive monitoring after different kinds of 
monitoring. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory and Cognition, 21, 
1263-1274. 

3. King, J.F., Zechmeister, E.B. & Shaughnessy, J.J. 1980. Judgments of knowing: The 
influence of retrieval practice. American Journal of Psychology, 93, 329-343.  
Lovelace, E.A. 1984. Metamemory: Monitoring future recall ability during study. Journal 
of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory and Cognition, 10, 756-766.  
Shaughnessy, J.J. & Zechmeister, E.B. 1992. Memory monitoring accuracy as influenced 
by the distribution of retrieval practice. Bulletin of the Psychonomic Society, 30, 125-128.  
Ghatala, E.S., Levin, J.R., Foorman, B.R. & Pressley, M. 1989. Improving children's 
regulation of their reading PREP time. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 14, 49-66.  
Pressley, M., Snyder, B.L., Levin, J.R., Murray, H.G. & Ghatala, E.S. 1987. Perceived 
readiness for examination performance (PREP) produced by initial reading of text and 
text containing adjunct questions. Reading Research Quarterly, 22, 219-236. 

4. Thiede, K.W. & Anderson, M.C.M. 2003. Summarizing can improve metacomprehension 
accuracy. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 28, 

5. Thiede, K.W., Anderson, M.C.M. & Therriault, D. 2003. Accuracy of metacognitive 
monitoring affects learning of texts. Journal of Educational Psychology, 95(1), 66-73. 

6. Bjorklund, D.F. & Schneider, W. 1996. The interaction of knowledge, aptitude, and 
strategies in children's memory performance. In H. Reese (ed.), Advances in child 

Page �  of �2 3



development (vol. 26, pp. 59-89). New York: Academic press.  
Ceci, S.J. 1996. On intelligence: A bioecological treatise on intellectual development. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University press. 

7. Dweck, C. 1999. Self-theories: Their role in motivation, personality, and development. 
Philadelphia: Psychology Press. 

Page �  of �3 3


