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Praise for Straight-A Study Skills


“I’m so proud that Cindy, a former intern of mine, and her son, Justin, are helping young people reach their academic and personal potential.” 

 — U.S. Senator Barbara Boxer

“The Muchnicks’ book is a thoughtful and thorough guide to ways in which student behavior can be changed for the better. I have no doubt that any student who takes their recommendations seriously will learn better, be a more successful student, and productively apply these lessons to all of life’s work.” 

 — Ted O’Neill, Former Dean of Admissions and Current Lecturer 
in Humanities in the College of the University of Chicago 

“I loved getting a chance to go through [this] book. It is truly chock full of great advice for students at every level who want to get the most out of school, and who want to prepare well for the next step in their education. It provides a valuable service to students, parents, and teachers by encouraging students to take responsibility for their learning. I really like that; it puts responsibility where it belongs — with the student and how he or she approaches learning on a very practical level. There’s a lot here — too much probably for any one student or family to fully absorb. There are hundreds of pieces of good advice, and I expect parents and children will end up highlighting a dozen or so that they want to focus on. Taking even some of this advice to heart, and acting on it, will help any student get more out of school. This could well be one of those books parents and students return to over and over again, to be reminded of the many ways to approach their schooling well.”

 — Christoph Guttentag, Dean of Undergraduate Admissions at Duke University

“This book is essential reading for students who want practical advice and a strategic plan for achieving success in the classroom and beyond. Whether you are in middle school, high school, or college, Straight-A Study Skills provides insights and strategies that will help you to become the best student you can be.”

 — Jody Maxmin, Associate Professor of Art History 
and Classics at Stanford University

“Straight-A Study Skills provides clear, concise, and powerful tips for student success both inside and outside the classroom.” 

 — Bill Coplin, Professor of Public Affairs, Maxwell School, 
Syracuse University (www.bill.coplin.org)

“The life of a student in our increasingly technological and global world is growing 
more complex with every passing year. Written by the mother-and-son team of Cynthia and Justin Muchnick, one of our Phillips Academy students, this book is a helpful how-to guide for young people and their parents wishing to cut through the clutter. The Muchnicks offer hundreds of specific tips and general good sense, which should prove useful to a generation of learners seeking to make the most of their education.”

 — John Palfrey, Head of School, Phillips Academy





DEDICATION

From Cindy: To Adam, Justin, Jacob, Ross, and Ally. You all complete me.

From Justin: For my family.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

From Cindy: This book could not have been possible without the help of my dedicated coauthor and son, Justin. I am pretty sure this is my most well-written book to date! Thank you for the keen eye, academic insights, and grammatical precision that you brought to this effort. I have a feeling this will be the first of many published books in your future! I loved sharing this project with you. We had a lot of laughs. Thanks to Jacob, Ross, and Ally for your patience as Justin and I worked late into the night. We hope the ideas in this book will help all of you in school! Adam, thank you for your constant love and support. Thank you to my devoted literary agent, Grace Freedson, for bringing me this project and Ross Weisman and Peter Archer at Adams Media for editing our words and moving this project along. And to my parents, thank you for always believing in me.

From Justin: Many thanks to my grandparents, parents, and siblings for all of their guidance and support through the years.





INTRODUCTION

THE PURPOSE OF SCHOOL AND 
HOW TO MASTER IT

This book promises easy-to-digest concepts, techniques, and tactics to help you achieve academic success. Read the book with a highlighter and focus on the skills you want to master. Use the ideas contained within to inspire you to practice new approaches. Try tweaking your learning style to see if you can improve in the classroom. Read these ideas and apply them immediately. Here are some basic ways to be successful in school:



	 Treat school as your job.

	 Pursue learning with passion, vigor, and an open mind.

	 Always attend class. Arrive on time and ready to learn.

	 Do your homework and extra-credit options.

	 Set academic, extracurricular, and social goals and aim to achieve them.

	 Become an active learner, a good listener, and class participant. Think outside the box and strive to make interdisciplinary connections among your various classes.

	 Demonstrate responsibility and take ownership of your education. Don’t be afraid to take risks and learn from your mistakes.

	 Master and refine your ability to schedule, manage your time, and organize.

	 Develop your writing skills.

	 Build relationships with your teachers. Attend office hours whenever possible.





With practice, you will find that developing the kind of straight-A study skills outlined in this book really does work. Best of luck in school and beyond!

 — Cindy Clumeck Muchnick and Justin Ross Muchnick





CHAPTER 1


LIVE LIFE IN THE CLASSROOM


Most adults wake up each morning, get dressed, grab breakfast or coffee, and race out the door to work so they can provide for their families. You have a job, too: school. Your job is to be the best student you can be. And it isn’t always easy. Here’s how you can do your job really well.

Just like a “regular” employee:



	 Show up on time

	 Work hard to impress the boss (i.e., the teacher)

	 Be nice and pleasant

	 Be a team player

	 Demonstrate leadership

	 Get involved in your community





How do people get promoted and attain positive job recognition from bosses? They work hard by committing to doing the best job possible. Building relationships with your boss and coworkers (in this case, your teachers and fellow students) makes your job easier and allows you to find success in a larger community of workers and leaders.

WORK WITH TEACHERS YOU MAY NOT LIKE

It’s easy to complain about teachers. Maybe you feel a particular teacher doesn’t like you. Maybe you have the super-hard teacher who never gives As. Maybe you have the teacher who didn’t like your older sibling, so now this instructor has a negative preconception of who you are. Or maybe you have the cranky old teacher who makes you memorize and regurgitate everything she says and then never tests you on it. Well, just as you might not like everyone in the workplace (or even in life, for that matter), you may not like all of your teachers. But, even if you don’t like them or their subject, you still have to try hard to do your best. In school, just as in real life, you sometimes have to bite the bullet and perform the way your boss wants you to perform, even if it is uncomfortable. If you treat school as your job, you will be more successful as a student, which will translate to more success in the real world.

PLEASE THE BOSSES

Your job in school is to work as hard as you can and perform to the best of your ability for your bosses. Here’s where it gets tricky. Unlike most employees, who probably report to one boss or supervisor, you have six to eight bosses to please — all of your various teachers. And here’s the even trickier part. You have to figure out what each one wants, how each wants it, when each wants it, and then give the assignment to each teacher exactly that way. That’s what you have to do — even if the assignment isn’t fun, even if the subject is not your favorite, and even if you don’t respect the teacher.

For example, your English teacher may base a large percentage of your grade on class participation. If so, come prepared and be sure your voice is heard at least a few times a week in his class. Your history teacher may say that he wants to hear your original thoughts regarding the lecture or reading assignment. If so, have some ideas ready to share in class, or at minimum, be able to think on your feet during a lecture so you can ask a question or voice a comment. Yes, it is tricky to get to know exactly what each teacher wants from you, but the syllabus, combined with the teacher’s first day of class presentation, will give you many clues on how to succeed.

If you can discover each teacher’s expectations clearly — and each will be different — your success will be greater. Figuring out what each teacher wants can actually be a fun and challenging task. Does your teacher always check homework? Do it every time. Does he speak or pay closer attention to the kids who sit in the front rows? Choose to sit in the front or request to have your assigned seat moved there. Does your teacher frequently mention her office hours? Schedule a meeting and go. Does your teacher encourage outside correspondence via e-mail? Be sure to communicate your questions in that manner.

WHERE TO SIT

Sit in one of the first three rows of every class. In class, proximity to your teacher is crucial. The boss is up front, looking out and teaching to a classroom full of faces. The faces often blur together from class to class, especially if your teacher teaches multiple courses to multiple grades. Sit up close so you can be certain to be recognized and appreciated as an individual. While it may seem to you that your teachers know you very well, remember that you are one of at least 100 or several hundred students they instruct throughout the day. Be sure they really do know you. Sitting up close just makes that process easier for them.

Studies show that from the vantage point of the front of a classroom or audience, a speaker’s eyes scan the room in the form of a reverse capital letter “T.” That means the front row(s) and everyone down the middle receives the most eye contact from the teacher. Those sitting on the edge of the room, along the wall aisles, or in the back rows tend to get overlooked. So, if you cannot find a way to get up front, be sure you are sitting in the middle of the classroom.

CHANGE YOUR SEAT

If you are lucky enough to be in a classroom that has desks arranged in a circle or chairs around one large table or Harkness table (where the teacher sits at a round table with you), then guess what? Everyone has a front-row seat, which means you are fortunate to be in a class that easily allows for dialogue, participation, and group interaction. A circular arrangement also prevents you from hiding from your teacher; you have to be actively engaged and alert.

What if you’re assigned a seat alphabetically and your last name starts with “Z,” so you’re assigned to the back row in certain classes? Simply come up with a reason to request that you sit closer forward. How about:



	 “I am having trouble hearing from the back row. Can I please move my seat closer up? I don’t mind sitting in the aisle along the wall.”

	 “I’m having trouble seeing the board from the back.” If you have glasses or contacts that is a bonus!

	 “Are you willing to shift seats when the next term begins? I’d like to sit up closer to feel more connected to what is going on.”

	 “Is it okay if I found someone in the front who doesn’t mind switching seats so I can sit closer to the front?”

	 “I focus better in class when I sit farther forward. Is there any way I can move up to get closer to the front rows?”





CLASSROOM POSTURE

Use good posture in class. For example, be sure to sit up straight. Slumping in your chair or putting your feet up against the chair in front of you can make you sleepy and less alert. Poor posture also sends a message to your teacher that you are disengaged from the presentation. On the other hand, good posture shows your teachers that you are making a conscious effort to learn, and teachers generally take note of that.

The way you sit can also affect your ability to pay attention. If you slouch in the chair, your eyes won’t be focused on the speaker. Each time you want to look at the teacher, you will have to lift up your entire head, and the effort needed can disrupt your note taking. Instead, it is much more effective to sit up straight with your back against the chair or seat back. Place the paper in the center of the desk or table and hold it in place with whichever hand you do not use to write. If you sit in this position, you should be able to watch the professor while writing; you also will be able to glance down at your notes by just moving your eyes, not your entire head.

LEARN FROM CLASSMATES

Think of your classmates as coworkers and the upperclassmen as advisors. Learn which classmates are strong students or class leaders — you might want to consider partnering with them on group projects. You can learn a great deal from your peers and model yourself after them if they have already demonstrated success in a class, gained a strong academic reputation, or appear to be on good terms with the teacher. Try to set up study groups or partners in the subjects that don’t come easily to you. If you work with classmates, your brain will be more engaged. How so? Communicating material to others uses many parts of your brain and stimulates you to learn and make connections more than if you study by yourself.

Friends, older siblings, and upperclassmen can be your best resources in school for many reasons. Since they have “been there,” many upperclassmen can give you the lowdown on teachers and what is expected of you in class. Seek advice and ask questions of those ahead of you. Older students feel proud to be asked their opinions by younger students. In the realm of confusing teenage social dynamics, that recognition matters. Don’t be shy. Be aware that asking five students will yield five different answers, and your solution or answer is probably in pieces of those answers.

FUEL YOUR BODY

Just as cars need gas and tune-ups to run properly, students need sufficient nourishment and a healthy body to succeed in class. Eat a well-balanced breakfast that includes protein and fresh fruit and get a good night’s sleep (eight or more hours). Both food and sleep make a big difference in your alertness, attention span, and absorption of academic material. Athletes are very conscious about what they eat so that they can play their sport to their highest potential. Just like athletic activity exercises your muscles, academic study exercises your brain; therefore, your brain needs to be well nourished to work at its potential.

On another note, bring a water bottle to class in case you get thirsty — this simple tip will save you from leaving class to get a drink, and a sip of water can act as a helpful pick-me-up if you are feeling fatigued or sluggish. You don’t want to miss an important lecture point because you’re headed to the water fountain. But be sure not to drink too much, or you may waste your precious class time in the bathroom!

DO YOUR HOMEWORK

The most basic rule to being successful in any class is to do your homework. Homework serves as the basic foundation of what you need to do to succeed in your job as a student. It represents the minimum expected of you, so be sure you always do it. Homework also lets you and your teacher know areas you need to work on and better understand.

Assignments to be done outside of class often comprise a percentage of your grade; do not underestimate the importance of always completing them. Never view them as a waste of time. In addition, homework is meant to assist you in understanding the course material. Doing it can be your best study guide for the tests! And, don’t forget, if you don’t turn in an assignment or you miss a day of school and don’t take the initiative to make up the work, you risk receiving a zero in the grade book. Those zeros add up and average into your final grade. A score of zero or a missed assignment can even go so far as to ruin your grade. In addition, if you don’t do homework from the get-go, it will be harder to manage your coursework. You don’t want to fall behind.

MAKE GOOD IMPRESSIONS

The first time you meet teachers or professors, be sure to impress them. If there is time after class (if not, try office hours), introduce yourself to your teacher so she can put a face with a name. In the future, if you need to e-mail or meet with her again you can remind her you were the student who introduced yourself or asked a certain question during class. Don’t introduce yourself to teachers just as they arrive at the room or right before class, as usually they are trying to get everyone settled down and organize their materials. The end of class is a more relaxed and natural time, assuming the teacher is not running off to another class. Here are some other suggestions on how you can make a good first impression.



	 Arrive on time with the assigned textbooks.

	 Sit close to the front of the room.

	 Be attentive — no cell phones, doodling, or staring out the window.

	 Be engaged in class and have your voice heard when appropriate.

	 Take notes, listen well, and maintain eye contact as much as possible.

	 Dress tastefully to make a good first impression.

	 Ask a question or make a comment to have your voice heard the first day or week of class.

	 Say hello to your teacher outside of class.

	 Attend the first office hours offered (or the first few) even if you don’t need any help. Just go and make some casual conversation or bring a factoid, question, or tidbit to get on your teacher’s radar.

	 Thank your teacher at the end of class. (You can do it in private if you feel embarrassed in front of other students!)





BUILD TEACHER RELATIONSHIPS

Teachers serve as great sounding boards to recommend what class you should take next. They often know what their colleagues’ classes are like and what class you should place into next year or term (generally, but not always, the next in the sequence). Obviously, the better you have gotten to know your teacher through the course of your term, the more comfortable you will be asking him for his thoughts on what to take next. Also, if you want to continue to an honors, Advanced Placement, or seminar level of a class, you may need both a strong grade in the preliminary class and a recommendation from your previous teacher. So, be sure they know who you are!

Additionally, at the conclusion of each class, think about how the strength of your relationship with your teacher could help you in your next academic endeavor. Every teacher is a potential recommender for a summer program, college application, or graduate program. Teachers are willing to write recommendations for hard-working students (regardless of their grades). However, your teachers want to know you before they write about you, so the more substantial your relationship, the more insightful the recommendation will be. Also, studies show that having poor or nonexistent connections with teachers is a primary reason students drop out of school. That’s another good reason to build those relationships whenever possible!

BE YOUR OWN BOSS

Sometimes, you may feel that you have very little choice when it comes to classes, teachers, or your school career; however, everything you do is your choice. You are in charge of your job. The school experience can really be summed up as a series of your choices.



	 You choose when you want to study or not (even if your parents nag you!).

	 You choose whether to play video games or spend the extra time memorizing your Spanish vocabulary words for tomorrow’s test.

	 You choose whether to text and instant message your friends until all hours of the night or to review those flash cards one last time and get some sleep so you are fresh for a quiz in the morning.





When you think about things that way, you can see how you have more control over your school experience than you first thought.

When faced with these alternatives, remember to choose wisely. The choices you make do count. College admission officers take note of everything you have done with your time, inside and outside of school, beginning the summer after eighth grade (when you technically are a high school student and primary school graduate). So, it all counts. And it is all your choice. The better your choices, the more options you will have later when it comes to colleges. Will you make mistakes? Absolutely. Often times, those mistakes not only make for the greatest learning experiences, but they also serve as terrific nuggets for college essays when it comes time to fill out your applications.

STUDY THE SYLLABUS

The teacher will give you some obvious clues on how to succeed in her class. The first is the syllabus. That’s just a fancy way of describing a handout usually given out on the first day of class, posted online, or both. It is an outline or template of what you can expect for the semester or year. Read and study it closely and be sure you understand what is required of you to succeed in this class. Sometimes, a syllabus is distributed on the first day of class with additional verbal instructions from the teacher, so listen closely. You may learn information from your teacher beyond what is written in the syllabus.

A syllabus usually includes the following:



	 Class Information: Teacher name, contact information, office hours, office and course location and number, and other pertinent course information.

	 Course Description: Sometimes taken from a course catalog or prepared by the teacher to summarize the content and scope of what will be taught during the term.

	 Course Objectives: What the teacher hopes you will gain from this class and goals the teacher has set for students.

	 Texts and Supplies: A listing of the textbooks or online materials required for the class as well as any special supplies you will need to complete the course (such as a scientific calculator, three-section divided spiral notebook, or compass).

	 Grading Structure: Typically, percentages of the class and how much each will be weighted among attendance, homework, essays, quizzes, tests, final exam, and participation.

	 Classroom Rules: Such as no cell phones, whether laptops are allowed, etc.





TAKE ADVANTAGE OF EXTRA CREDIT

Who says nothing in life is free? The best-kept secret in school is extra credit. When offered an opportunity for extra credit, take it! Extra-credit points boost your final grade so they are very important. Any time a teacher offers extra credit, she is seeking answers to a few of these questions: Who can figure out this extra-tough problem? Who is willing to go beyond the call of duty and do a bit more work on top of what is assigned? Who wants to build up a safety net, just in case he doesn’t do as well as he wants on a paper or final exam? Who wants to put a few extra points in the GPA bank? What’s wrong with being the student who is the answer to any of those questions or assumptions? Nothing.

Think of extra credit as free money. It’s out there for you to take and keep. And here’s the greatest secret of all. If you do the extra credit and get it wrong, even if you miss every part of the assignment, you are no worse off than before you attempted it. In fact, you are even a bit better off in the eyes of your teacher, since he sees that you are putting extra effort into the class even if what is being asked is stumping you. Teachers like students who put in effort, and when it comes time to hand out grades at the end of the term, they do glance at that grade book and see if you have been doing the extra credit, regardless of whether you earned all of the points offered. Just doing it does help you. Stay on top of what you need to do and build up that extra cushion for yourself through extra-credit points.

As a side note, many schools allow up to 3 percent increase — from a B+ to an A —  for example — for earned extra credit. Those points can certainly add up when your grade is on the cusp.

REDUCE STRESS

Being stressed can impact your attitude and schoolwork. When homework piles up, presentations are fast approaching, or final exams are just around the corner, students have a tendency to stress out. But remember that worrying actually makes you less productive. In situations like these, you sometimes just have to accept the fact that you have a lot of work, put your nose to the grindstone, and finish your homework, prepare your presentation, or study for exams. In addition, make sure to practice some form of stress reduction each day to “turn off your brain” and give it a break from stress and academic thoughts. Yoga, breathing exercises, jogging, or just going for a walk in the fresh air can calm your mind and body when you feel tense. Several colleges have a tradition of a “primal scream” session at midnight during finals week. This community yell lets off steam and makes students realize that they’re not alone. If your school doesn’t have this tradition, feel free to start it — either as a community or by yourself! As a mellower but equally satisfying alternative, consider a bowl of ice cream or another sweet treat as a stress-reducer.

WHAT TO BRING TO CLASS

Other than the obvious (book bag, pencil, pen, highlighter, sticky notes, homework, books for the class, etc.), you’ll also want a couple of other classroom supplies.



	 Bring an assignment book or calendar to organize homework and project due dates, test and quiz dates, and long-term assignment deadlines.

	 Bring several pens. Pencils may seem like a good idea for note taking because you can erase and edit with them, but they break and wear down, leaving you to sharpen (or click or twist them) and deal with eraser shavings in class. Pencil is also harder on your eyes than ink due to the paper glare.

	 Classrooms or lecture halls can be too hot or too cold depending on the season and the number of people in the room; therefore, it is always a good idea to dress in layers so you can adjust your own temperature as necessary.

	 A mini book light (inexpensive and available at all bookstores) can also be helpful to have on hand in courses where the room is darkened for slides or projected images, such as art history or film classes.





Other than bringing physical items, do not forget to bring your positive attitude and mindset — one that is taking in information, questioning, and being thoughtful about the subject matter. Regardless of how much you like or dislike a class or teacher, adopt the attitude that each class offers a new challenge to overcome or topic to investigate and examine, and you can sharpen listening and note-taking skills each day. Come to class prepared, and don’t become one of those annoying students who borrow a pen and paper from someone different each week. Have a notebook or binder dedicated to each class, and always bring it with you.

AVOID DISTRACTIONS AND PITFALLS

Avoid distracting people — including yourself — at all costs. Try not to sit next to the cute guy you have a crush on, or your best friend, or anyone with whom you may be tempted to talk, socialize, or flirt. Some students are noisy in the classroom; fidgeting is part of their nature. Gum chewers, frequent texters, or even those with laptops can distract you from your job of being a successful student. Be aware of those classmates and avoid sitting near them.

Turn off your cell phone — not just to vibrate but to off altogether. Double- and triple-check that you have turned it off. Teachers have been known to kick students out of class or throw phones in the trashcan if a ringer or buzzing noise interrupts class. Put all other tempting electronics away, deep in your school bag or locker. Wear a watch so you don’t have to turn to look at a classroom wall clock. This may not seem like a big deal, but a teacher can misinterpret your curiosity about the time as boredom or disrespect. Instead of blurting out questions when they pop into your head, jot down possible questions to ask in the margins of your notes and ask when the time is appropriate. Use your pen or pencil to take note of interesting observations or connections you have made during a lecture or reading that you can bring up in class if there is an opportunity.

PROS AND CONS OF LAPTOPS

Many students and even teachers have begun to bring laptop computers to class. Some find this idea to work well, while others don’t like it.


The Pros:


	 Most people type more quickly than they write by hand.

	 You have easy access to the school web page or portal, where applicable.

	 Many teachers now e-mail or “dropbox” lessons or handouts during class, making the computer a helpful tool.






The Cons:


	 Typing on a laptop can distract your fellow students and, worse, your instructor.

	 Writing by hand gives you greater flexibility. You can also draw signs, and use arrows and symbols more easily by hand.

	 With the Internet you get added distractions. If you are easily distracted, you do not want to have the world wide web at your fingertips during class time.





SMART BOARDS AND SOCIAL NETWORKS

Though it is your choice whether you bring your own electronic devices into the classroom, be sure to use your teacher’s electronic learning aids like SMART Board (if your teacher is fortunate enough to have one) or PowerPoint presentations (if they are given). Perhaps your teacher is media-savvy and uses interactive technology in his presentations.

Many teachers use Skype to communicate and teleconference with classrooms across the world or even incorporate streaming video from YouTube into their lectures. In fact, some schools use educational sites like www.teachertube.com to view videos from teachers and students worldwide. Math teachers have started to incorporate websites like www.hotmath.com or www.wolframalpha.com to introduce new concepts. Video images or music can assist a teacher in illustrating something in a lesson. Some teachers have begun to find benefits in social networks such as Facebook, where they can create closed groups to interact and share information with their students. Other teachers post blogs or conduct podcasts for their students.

Generally, you will find that these interactive doses of modern technology can provide a different and interesting style of learning. The bottom line: Take full advantage of whatever technology your teacher offers to enhance his lesson.

LEAVE THE RECORDER AT HOME

Some students think they’ll take the easy way out by bringing a hand-held recording device to class and rely on that instead of taking notes. However, the recorder ultimately means much more work than you may realize. You will get home and have all that recorded information to review, which means, in effect, going to class twice.

By taking notes in class instead, you’re already beginning to digest and edit the information. For example, you might not write down information that you already know or have taken notes on before. You also don’t need to write down the detailed explanations your professor makes to recall and understand a particular concept. Since your notes are brief, they will take far less time to read over than it would take to listen to a recorded lecture again.

With a recorder, there’s also the problem of technical difficulties. What if the batteries run out or the teacher’s voice is too low or muffled? What if you accidentally delete your recording? Minimize these risks by leaving the recorder at home. That said, there is one way that electronic recording may help you. If you must miss a lecture for some reason, ask a friend to record it so you’ll be able to keep up. (Be sure this request is okay with the teacher first.) Make sure, though, that as you listen to the lecture you take notes just as if you were sitting in class.

LISTEN, DON’T JUST HEAR

Have you ever been in the midst of a conversation with someone, nodding your head in agreement, and suddenly found yourself unable to respond to a question he just asked? While you may have technically heard him, you weren’t listening to him. How about when someone tells you his name and within moments you have forgotten it? Why is listening so difficult?

One reason is that students and adults confuse hearing with listening. Hearing is passive; some sound has been picked up by your ear, whether or not you wanted it to, and there’s been a noise. Listening, on the other hand, is an active process. It means that you must do something to accomplish it. It takes action and, often, work to listen well. For example, let’s say you are sitting in a crowded cafeteria talking with a friend. You hear the noise of the cafeteria, the chatter of students around you, the sounds of someone’s iPod, and somewhere in all that, you even hear your friend. But to understand what your friend is telling you, you need to do something — you need to listen to distinguish her words from all the background noise.

USE EFFECTIVE LISTENING STRATEGIES

Work hard to listen to the professor’s words. Make the effort. Concentrate. It may be difficult at first, but, with practice, you’ll get better. Also, pay attention to the speaker. It is difficult to listen to someone if you are not giving all your attention to that person. Ideally, you should look at the speaker’s face the entire time she is talking. In a lecture, though, this is not always possible, because you also need to look up and down at your notes from time to time. Try, if you can, to write while keeping your eye on the professor. Your notes may look messier but, in time, you’ll get more adept at writing without looking at the page.

If you can’t write and look at the professor at the same time, make sure to look up from your notes frequently. This will ensure that you are maintaining a direct line of communication with the teacher. If the professor is explaining a difficult concept, you could be better off not writing and simply looking her. This way, you can actively concentrate on listening and understanding. After the professor is finished, jot down a few notes or phrases to help you remember what was said. Listening, like any skill, improves as you work at it. As you try to concentrate in different situations, you’ll find you get better and better. Practice always helps.

SEE CLEARLY

Have your eyes checked annually. Reading books up close, gluing your eyes to a computer monitor for hours at a time, or squinting at a white board can strain and affect your eyesight. Find out if reading glasses or resting your eyes periodically can help reduce eyestrain. Keep rewetting or lubricating drops on hand just in case your eyes dry out.

WATCH FOR LAPSES AND CLUES

Become more aware of the times when your mind is drifting to other subjects or your eyes are wandering out the window. When this happens, take a deep breath and focus your attention back on the speaker. Try stretching discreetly, or open your mouth to breathe instead of breathing through your nose. Or, sip some water from your water bottle to wake you up a little bit. Everyone is prone to lapses in attention, and if you can recognize when your mind wanders, you will begin to correct yourself much faster and not miss as much.

Listening effectively means paying attention to more than the speaker’s words. People convey a great deal of information through the way they speak as well as what they say. Get in the habit of concentrating on additional signals from a speaker besides spoken words. Take note of the speaker’s tone of voice, the volume of his speech, pauses, hand gestures, and body language — these signals can enhance your understanding of the speaker’s words. Additionally, by being alert to these elements and spoken words, you have more to occupy your attention, ensuring that you remain actively engaged in the lecture, conversation, or discussion.

PARTICIPATE IN CLASS

When class participation is part of the grade, many students make the mistake of thinking that they just need to talk a lot to get high marks. However, there are many kinds of comments and questions, and some are much more intelligent and impressive than others. Asking questions indicates your general interest in the class, but students who constantly raise their hands and ask very basic questions about fairly obvious points can make a bad impression — they appear too lazy to make an effort to understand something for themselves or think beyond the basic material. There is, however, a way to phrase a question that sounds more intelligent. For example, if you simply raise your hand and say, “I really don’t get this. What does it all mean?” you sound like you just don’t want to make the effort to understand the topic. On the other hand, if you say to a professor, “I see the point about Y and Z, but I’m having trouble understanding how they relate to X,” you are asking a more specific question that reflects work to try and understand something. Try to make your questions as specific as possible to indicate you have some knowledge and a genuine interest in clarifying a point.

AVOID PIGGYBACKING; SEEK ALTERNATIVES

Another way students earn credit for class participation is by making comments during class discussions. Some students who feel compelled to say something in class will blurt out whatever pops into their heads. If the comments restate something that has already been said or merely points out something obvious, it won’t impress the teacher; in fact, it can indicate the students haven’t been paying close attention. This type of remark is known as a “piggyback” answer, one that just hops onto something someone else said and does not demonstrate your originality. If you want to make a general comment, make sure it contributes something meaningful or makes a new point.

Not everyone is comfortable participating in class discussions or asking questions in front of large groups. If you are one of those people, consider letting the teacher know outside of class that it is a challenge for you to speak in class, but also work on overcoming this fear or impediment since it is a life skill that will be important in future classes and in the workplace. Perhaps smaller class discussion sections will be a better place for you to have your voice heard. Look into taking a public speaking class, which might provide you with some confidence and tools to assist you in speaking in front of an audience. Not speaking up doesn’t necessarily detract from the class participation portion of a grade. If you are shy or uncomfortable with offering comments in class, be sure to visit the professor during office hours and discuss the course — this will demonstrate that you have an active interest in the class and subject matter.

CHAPTER 1 
SUMMARY



	 Build relationships with your teachers and classmates.

	 Treat school as your job and you will be more successful as a student, which will translate to more success in the real world.

	 Discover each teacher’s expectations clearly.

	 Sit in one of the first three rows of every class.

	 Request a change of seat if you are not able to sit close to the teacher.

	 Use good posture in class.

	 Learn from your classmates, not just from your teachers.

	 Food and sleep make a big difference in your alertness, attention span, and absorption of academic material, so eat and sleep well.

	 Do your homework always.

	 Make a good first impression.

	 Build strong teacher relationships.

	 Be your own boss. The better your choices, the more options you will have later.

	 Read and study the syllabus closely and be sure you understand what is required of you to succeed in class.

	 Think of extra credit as free money and attempt to do it always.

	 Practice some form of stress reduction each day to “turn off your brain” and give it a break from stress and academic thoughts.

	 Have a notebook or binder dedicated to each class, and always bring it with you.

	 Avoid distracting people while in class.

	 Review the pros and cons of laptop use in class and decide what works for you.

	 Take full advantage of whatever technology your teacher offers to enhance his lesson.

	 Practice good listening skills and strategies. Don’t just hear, listen.

	 Participate in class discussions, but don’t piggyback.
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