Study Skills

Motivation:

Why are you in school?

Study Place, Day Planner and Discipline:

Have a Study Place with minimum distractions, a place to concentrate and focus to encourage critical thinking. 

Time Management:  schedule all exams, projects, and assignments for all classes on the Day Planner.

Review notes daily (ASAP after class), visit Study Place daily. 

Class Behavior:

Make a good impression:  teachers like students who sit up front, smile, nod, take notes and have good attendance. 

Do not sit by chatterers.

Teachers hate students who arrive late and leave early.

Get there early and go over notes from last class, see the BIG PICTURE of the class it helps connect the new material. 

If you are late, you are flustered, out of breath, behind and trying to catch up to what is going on.  In classes without seating charts you may get a bad seat.  Most students are rustling with their books at the end of class and starting to leave, teachers do not like that behavior. Teachers often make important points at the beginning and end of class. So do not put yourself at a disadvantage.

Note Taking:    

Note taking is processing, digesting and editing class material. 

Do not take notes you do not understand.

Do not write down everything. 
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Date notes, be organized, use symbols, abbreviations and diagrams. Use your own shorthand.

Keep wide margins for later editing.

Get a good seat up front, sit up, and avoid chatterers.

Be an Active Listener, good note taking starts with Active Listening. 

Note nonverbal cues and teacher’s opinion.

Processing:  Comprehend then write.  Interpret into your words and write. It will take less time to review and edit—you have already processed it once. This keeps you from just “going through the motions” and writing down words that have no meaning to you. 

Note KEY TERMS and put them into “working definitions.”  Use analogies and examples you can relate to, connect them to the BIG PICTURE.  If you just learn the KEY TERMS you will get results.  

The key to learning is taking new material and connecting it to existing material, always focus on the BIG PICTURE.  Always make connections. 

Note names, dates, theories, concepts, and formulas.

Note general themes. Fit them into BIG PICTURE.  

Note new and unfamiliar concepts. 

If you read the books first then the new class material will make sense faster. 

Make a rough outline; most lectures usually consist of topics and subtopics. See the relationships.

Review notes ASAP after class, most students do not look at them again until the night before the exam and usually cannot make sense out of them-BIG MISTAKE.

Beginnings and ends of class are very important; most students do not pay attention.

Teachers reemphasize, review key points at these times.

Make notes on notes in your margins. Put examples or analogies or CONNECTIONS in the margins, or a ? for further explanation.

Notes are a “work-in-progress” and are not finished when class is, you need to edit them, review and condense them, CONNECT them to the BIG PICTURE.
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Do not review passively; quiz yourself as you review the notes. 

You do not learn by ingesting entire blocks of information in one gulp. The mind processes information over time, as you hear and read new information you CONNECT it to previous information and you will further enable retention.

Reading and Outlining:   

Do not highlight; throw the highlighter away. That is counting the vowels.

Do not speed read, stop and think about what you are reading. Process it, comprehend it and connect it to the BIG PICTURE.

Do not daydream; be an Active Reader, read inquisitively, just like Active Listening, ask yourself what is the writer trying to say. Read with a question on your mind, answer the question and write it down in your own words. Repeat. This will keep you focused.  Use the Key Terms from the back of the chapter, or headings or terms in bold. Turn them into questions and read until you answer it and write it down.  

Do not write down definitions word for word from the book, think about the definition, understand it and write it in your own words, make “working definitions” that have meaning to you. This is processing, the terms will then have meaning to you and it will vastly improve retention.   

When starting a chapter--Skim and Think:  What is the title, what are the topics, subtopics—how do they fit into the BIG PICTURE? Not only how are they connected, but also why are they connected to the BIG PICTURE.  Read the introduction and conclusion or summary first to conceptualize the chapter and see its “Little Picture.”

Make outline (a 30 page chapter should be outlined in 5 pages or less, what is easier to review prior to a exam—30 pages or 5 concise pages?) note the topics and subtopics and use “working definitions” for the Key Terms. 

Stop every 12-15 minutes and quiz yourself. Ask yourself what did I just read, what were the key terms—then define them in your head and check yourself. 

Compare your outlines to the lecture notes from class; emphasize common areas.

When you finish the chapter Register It. It is crucial to think about what you have read, write a response or paragraph in your own words on what you learned from the chapter, how and why it fits the BIG PICTURE and what confused you (ask the teacher for clarification in class).  Most students just “look at words on a page” and did not think 
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about it, they do not know if they understand what they read—they did not think about it or register it.  That is what highlighting does, it is counting the vowels.

Homework

The teacher thinks it is important so do it. I t will probably help you understand the material.

Test Taking and Preparation: 

If you have done the above, then you are basically ready for the exam. Now it is just a review several days prior the exam. 

DO NOT CRAM, cramming is TMTF (temporarily memorize then flush). If you have done the above and prepared on a daily basis then you do not need to cram. Cramming is not learning. Cramming is a last minute panic strategy; it is crisis management. 

Some students think passing an exam is just short term memorization, reviewing your notes over and over. That is too passive. 

Know exam format and plan accordingly. Know the syllabus and the weight of each exam, quiz, and assignment. Ask if old exams are available to study. Listen for clues throughout the semester. 

Do not start the night before the exam. Start several days prior to the exam. 

If all you did was highlight, then the night before the exam you end up rereading all the chapters. If you did not review your notes, you will waste a lot of time just interpreting your notes the night before. This is typical student behavior. You know better. 

Go through your notes and cover up the definitions of all terms and quiz yourself, you will soon discover what you need to work on. Mentally picture the answers. Take breathers and do some pushups or pull-ups.

Create Master Lists from all your notes. Condense them to three pages of Master Lists that you just have the KEY TERMS and general themes on.  Keep these with you for several days prior to the exam and quiz yourself on them until you have them down. Or make note cards, and shuffle them. Carry them around, ten minutes here and there, when you are in line somewhere, etc. Try to write them down from memory with the definitions. 
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Review Master Lists before you fall asleep. You may use memory techniques, Acronyms, Links and Pegs. 

Think of Master Lists of general themes for essay questions, they help you organize within a time limit and remember use:  Introduction/Body/Conclusion. If you do not know the answer, then write something from your Master Lists to show you know 

something relevant. Never leave a question blank, instructor will interpret that as giving up and will grade you harshly with no remorse.

If you do not write it down on essay questions the instructor will not think you know it. Be thorough and neat; make it easy to read.  

Emergency short-term “cram” technique: get to class early, cram on Master Lists, take first five minutes of test and jot down notes on back of test quickly.

Get a good nights sleep. You do not want to be exhausted during the test; it will impair your thinking.

Avoid alarmists; panic is infectious.

Read over entire exam and pace yourself. Remember the BIG PICTURE.

Read questions carefully; do not skim. Watch for tricky words: not, always, sometimes, never, all, some, none, except, more and less. 

Go back to hard or time consuming questions. Watch spacing on your scantron. 

When stuck or guessing, visualize your Master Lists and go with first impression.

After exam, go back to book and notes and see what you missed or got right for reinforcement. This will help for comprehensive classes. Do not miss test review when instructor goes over the exam, this provides closure. 

Portions of this handout were adapted from:

“The Everything Study Book” by Steven Frank, Adams Media Corporation, 1996.

