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    GUIDE TO

    STUDY SKILLS

    Dear Reader,

    Each student approaches school differently. Some arrive at school wide-eyed and overwhelmed. Others are highly motivated and ready to tackle all problems, academic and social. The vast majority of students fall between these two extremes. Whoever you are, The Everything® Guide to Study Skills will help you be the best student you can be.

    The ideas within are culled from my work with hundreds of students across the spectrum, from the least motivated to the highly driven. My expertise comes as a result of my careers as an assistant director of college admission, test prep instructor, high school teacher, private college counselor, and lifelong passionate student. I have my finger on the pulse of what students in the twenty-first century experience academically, socially, and in extracurricular activities. But let me emphasize what I feel is most important in the educational process: What you get out of studying depends on what you put into it.

    Making the effort to be a good student is worth it—and not just because you improve your chances of earning high grades. The skills you develop as a student—approaching problems strategically and intelligently, communicating clearly and efficiently, and applying what you know to new situations—will be useful after school as well. Though it may be tough to believe now, learning can be an exciting and enriching experience that you enjoy your entire life!

    Enjoy using this guide on your journey to become a more successful student and learner. Good luck!

    Cynthia Clumeck Muchnick, MA

    www.cynthiamuchnick.com
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  These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

  You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our five useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, e-ssentials, and e-quotes. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.
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  The Top Ten Habits of Successful Students

  
    	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 be organized.

    	Develop your writing skills.

    	Build relationships with your teachers. Attend office hours outside of class whenever possible.

  


  Introduction

  IT MAY SEEM FROM the outside as though learning comes easy for the high-achievers who get great grades. You know who they are—the class “brainiacs,” the award winners, the straight-A students, the ones the teacher calls on most in class. The fact is, many of those high-achievers are just pre-wired to perform and practice many of the techniques contained in this book!

  Don’t get too caught up in trying to match those straight-A students, though. Sometimes a “B” is the best you are capable of earning. If so, bravo for that “B”! Success is being the best student you in particular can be and achieving the highest grades you’re capable of achieving by following that age-old adage: “Just do your best.”

  Sometimes it takes an academic slump to get you motivated to make a change. Sometimes motivation comes from an anxiety pushing you to make your family, teachers, or peers proud of you. But you should also read this book to improve because you want to.

  You might already use some of the ideas suggested here. If so, keep up the good work. If not, try a few and you will likely achieve results right away. Remember, as a student you get to reinvent yourself each and every day socially and academically; you can decide to wake up tomorrow and implement some of these practical suggestions. Also, check out the “E-Quotes” in each chapter to read how actual students are applying these ideas and finding success.

  As you already know and will learn more and more, academic performance and choices you make in school directly impact the possibility of attending the college or graduate schools you want. Beyond that, all of the suggestions of this book can be further applied to life experiences outside the classroom and in the workplace as well.

  Do you need to be a straight-A student to benefit from the ideas contained in The Everything® Guide to Study Skills? Absolutely not. In fact, these strategies give average students the “secrets” that many high-achievers already put into practice. These ideas will help you reduce the stress of school by offering easy-to-digest, doable tips that you can put into practice right away. You will enjoy tangible rewards from your dedication in the form of improved academic and effort grades.


  
CHAPTER 1

  School Is Your Job

  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. Well, guess what? You have a job, too: School. Your job is to be the best student you can be. And it isn’t always easy. So how can you do your job really well? Just like a “regular” employee: showing up on time, working hard to impress the boss, being nice and pleasant at work, being a team player, demonstrating leadership, and through community involvement or volunteer work. How do people get promoted and attain positive job recognition from bosses? They work hard by committing to doing the best job possible. You can be successful at school with the same method!

  
Pleasing the “Boss”

  More specifically, your job in school is to work as hard as you can and perform to the best of your ability for your bosses—your teachers. Here’s where it gets tricky: Unlike most employees, who probably report to one boss or supervisor (or maybe they are even lucky enough to be their own boss), 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 she wants, how she wants it, when she wants it, and then give it to her 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. Figure out what your teachers want, how they want it, and when they want it. Then give it to them that way.

  It’s easy to complain about teachers. Maybe you feel a particular teacher doesn’t like you. Maybe you got the super-hard teacher who never gives As. Maybe you have the teacher who didn’t like your older sibling, so now he has a preconception in his mind 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 matter, you still have to try hard to do your best. In school as in real life, you have to bite the bullet sometimes and perform the way your boss wants you to perform even if it is uncomfortable or not the way you like to do it.

  
    
      [image: ]
    

    
      [image: Alert]
    

    
      Don’t burn bridges with your teachers or end a course on a bad note. There is always the possibility you will come across this teacher again in a future class or activity. Better to instead try to reach an understanding than to be unnecessarily argumentative or challenging.
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  Think of tough teachers like an extra challenge you can work hard to overcome. If you put your mind to it, you can prove to him you can do it his way. You will likely gain the teacher’s respect—and you may even figure out why the particular teacher prefers a certain testing style or teaching method. If you’re struggling to understand why your teacher makes you memorize vocabulary words for a quiz every Friday, for example, ask him privately after class what that method accomplishes. Maybe over his years of experience, he’s found that’s the best way for students to remember the new words. There’s nothing wrong with asking a teacher questions like that as long as you approach him nicely, with respect and an open mind.

  Here are some strategies and steps to take to show your teacher that you respect him and are willing to learn in the style he prefers:

  
    	Introduce yourself to the teacher after class.

    	Arrive on time.

    	Arrive with the assigned textbooks and possible summer work that was preassigned.

    	Sit close to the front of the room.

    	Sit up straight and be attentive—no cell phones, doodling, or staring out the window.

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

    	Demonstrate to your teacher you really understand that material by making connections beyond the lecture, readings, or presentation. For example, link an idea to another class or concept to show you are making relevant connections among your coursework.

    	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 screen.

    	Thank your teacher at the end of class. (You can do it in private if you feel embarrassed in front of other students!) Remember, teachers are working hard for you.

  

  Get in the habit of practicing these steps and they will just become second nature. Building a good rapport with your teacher never hurts. These strategies apply not only to your classroom but also to life beyond school in dealing with future bosses, advisors, or adult friends of your parents who can also be great resources to you in the job world. “What a nice young person,” you’d like them to say or think, referring to your impressive people skills and presentation. Your teacher will appreciate your efforts.

  Following the Boss’s Instructions

  Your boss, the teacher, will give you some obvious clues on how to please her. 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.

  A syllabus usually includes the following information:

  
    	
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; goals the teacher has set for students to meet.

    	
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).

    	
The Grading Structure: Typically this section is broken down into percentages of how the class 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.

  

  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. You will witness your teacher’s style and hear expectations.

  For example, let’s say your boss for Introduction to Art History stresses that he values the importance of remembering the names and dates of important pieces of art. Now you know what he wants: memorization. Make a stack of flash cards for yourself with a picture of the piece of art and its name and artist, or highlight your class notes or textbook and memorize away. Or, perhaps your philosophy teacher tells you his class will be in a lecture format and that you will be quizzed exclusively on what he tells you in lectures. He then explains that your textbook and homework assignments are mainly for supplemental background information but still need to be read and turned in. Now you know to pay extra-close attention to the lectures.
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      Ask upperclassmen about the reputation and expectations of your teachers. They are the most recent “employees” of this boss, and they usually have strong opinions and great insight.
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  An 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 and check in at office hours from time to time. 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 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 in each class.
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      Do I have to agree with everything my teachers tell me or even believe everything they say in class?

      No. But you do have to do it their way because they are the bosses. Ultimately, you need to please the boss to gain that promotion in the form of a good grade or good participation.
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  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? Sit in the front! Or request to have your assigned seat moved there. Does your teacher mention her office hours weekly? Then schedule it and go. Does your teacher encourage e-mail correspondence and questions outside of class? Be sure to communicate your questions in that manner. Repeat the mantra: Figure out what your teachers want, how they want it, and when they want it. Then give it to them that way.

  The First Day on the Job

  Just like any other situation when you meet someone, you want to make a good first impression when you meet your teacher or professor for the first time. Know that your teacher is also making a first impression the first day of class. He is trying to get across his message, his expectations of the course, and your role in it, and to introduce his personality and teaching style to you. Pay close attention to these verbal cues and take note. Do your homework from the get-go to stay on top of the coursework so you don’t fall behind.
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      Eating a healthy breakfast and getting a good night’s sleep makes a big difference in your alertness in class, attention span, and absorption of material. Be sure to eat and sleep well, just like mom used to tell you.
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  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 to 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 they are not running off to another class.

  
Networking with Classmates

  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 they expect. Seek advice and ask questions of those ahead of you. Older students feel proud to be asked their opinion 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 elicit five different answers, and your solution or answer is probably in pieces of those answers.

  Do your homework on upcoming teachers by researching in advance of the first day of class from older students who have had them before. You will usually get an earful of anecdotes, information on how a teacher grades and what they like in a student. Luckily, students love to share their opinions and tell it like it is: the good, the bad, and the ugly. It’s a good idea to seek students of a similar academic level to you to hear about an experience that will likely be the same as yours.

  Seeking words of wisdom from those who have “been there and survived” can make you feel “not alone” in your experience. Plus, you can get great tips and nuggets of information on how to win over a teacher, what projects are the most important to ace, and strategies for surviving the class. Who knows? An upperclassman may also be a great person to ask to serve as a tutor or peer advisor for you if you are struggling your way through a class.

  Questions to Ask Upperclassmen

  Below is a list of suggested questions to ask upperclassmen on bus rides home from games, at lunch, in the parking lot before or after school, or in your dorm.

  
    	What has been your favorite/least favorite class in the school?

    	Who do you think is the best/worst teacher in the school?

    	What campus tradition do you enjoy the most?

    	What types of clubs/sports/groups/etc. do you participate in?

    	Who is the hardest teacher but the one you learn from the most?

    	What activity should I avoid at school?

    	Where are you applying to college or graduate school?

  

  Try asking any of these questions as icebreakers to get your conversation started with someone you did not previously know.

  Networking with Your Peers

  Finally, think of your current classmates as co-workers. Learn which ones are strong students or class leaders—you might want to consider partnering up 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, have gained a strong academic reputation, or appear to be on good terms with the teacher.
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      Try to set up study groups or partners in at least the subjects that don’t come as 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.
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  Getting Promoted

  Teachers serve as great sounding boards to recommend what class you should take next. They often know what their colleagues’ classes are like and if you would be a good fit for another course, perhaps one that logically follows the class you’ve just taken. Obviously, the better you have gotten to know your teacher through the course of your term, the more comfortable you will be asking them for their thoughts on what to take next. Also, if you are a borderline student who is uncertain if you should continue to an honors, Advanced Placement, or seminar level of a class, sometimes you 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 the students they know best and who perform with consistent effort for them, regardless of the grade they receive. Your teachers want to know you before they write about you, however, so the more substantial your relationship, the more insightful the recommendation will be.

  
    
      [image: ]
    

    
      [image: Alert]
    

    
      Studies show that having poor or nonexistent relationships with teachers is a primary reason students drop out of school. That’s another good reason to build those relationships whenever possible!
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  Be Your Own Boss

  Even though you may feel you have very little choice in the matter when it comes to classes, teachers, or your school career for that matter, you do. You are in charge of your job because everything you do is your choice. That is what the school experience can really be summed up as: 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 quiz. You choose to text and instant message your friends until all hours of the night or 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 may realize.

  Some expert advice: Choose wisely. The choices you make do count and make a difference. Admission officers consider everything you have done with your time academically and outside of school since 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. Oftentimes those mistakes not only make for the greatest learning experiences and build character, but also they serve as terrific nuggets for college essays when it comes time to fill out your applications.
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      “During the first weeks of school and each new semester, I pay special attention to my teacher’s class expectations. I study the syllabus closely and immediately write office hours into my schedule, treating them as though they are an additional class. I use office hours in case I need extra review of concepts that challenge me, have a poor test or paper grade, or just want to say hello and strike up a conversation.”

      —Sara F., Sophomore

    

    
      [image: ]
    

  


  
CHAPTER 2

  Getting the Most Out of Classroom Time

  You primarily learn within the four walls of your classroom. Books, supplemental materials, and the Internet only teach content. The information teachers share in their classroom—the human element of communicating and transmitting information to students—serves as the foundation for your education. Being a productive, prepared student in any classroom, from the smallest seminar to the largest lecture hall, is crucial in being able to achieve success in school. What you learn in the classroom should carry beyond its walls and into your life outside. Making connections between the classroom and outside world demonstrates that you value and apply your education to life.

  
Where to Sit

  If you attend a small private school that offers many small classes or seminars with under twenty students, this step may be extremely simple for you since you are already sitting in close proximity to your boss—er, teacher. But for the majority of you who are in larger classes, this task can be more difficult to accomplish.

  Why You Should Sit Up Front

  You should sit in one of the first three rows of every class. Why is sitting up front so important? 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. So how can you be certain to be recognized and appreciated as an individual employee—er, student? By sitting close to the boss. While it may seem to you as though your teachers know you very well, remember that you are one of at least one hundred or several hundred students they teach throughout the course of the day. Be sure they really do know you. Sitting up close just makes that easier for them.

  If you select a seat in the first three rows, you will also be less tempted to doze off, pass notes, check your text messages, or goof around. Physical closeness to your teachers is a key to them “knowing” you better as a student. You will probably be called on more, and that will force you to be better prepared and will serve as an incentive for you to perform well in that class. Sit up straight. Be focused and serious about your job. What is your job again? Absorbing, assimilating, and learning the material that is being presented to you. Take notes, listen well, and maintain eye contact as much as possible.

  In addition, 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, then be sure you are sitting in the middle of the classroom.
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      Be sure you use good posture when you are in class. 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 indicating you are disengaged from the presentation.
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  As the teacher speaks, he moves his eyes back and forth, scanning the classroom. If his eyes come across you and you are looking back at your teacher, or even nodding or smiling, then his subliminal perception of you is, “Oh, good. Joe’s alert and paying close attention.” No matter how boring the topic is to you or how sleepy or hungry you are, pay attention.

  How to Change Your Seat

  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/semester 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 further forward. Is there any way I can move up to get closer to the front rows?”

  

  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 and you are fortunate to be in a class that is conducive to dialogue, participation, and group interaction. A circular arrangement also helps you avoid hiding from your teacher; by definition you have to be actively engaged and alert.

  And, by the way, don’t worry if your classmates call you a “kiss up.” While you don’t want to become unlikeable in their estimation, take a step back and realize that your reputation in school does not live with you forever; and if you really network well you will be well-liked by both your fellow students and your teachers. You are your own advocate, and school success is defined by the choices you make. And these choices you make do impact the options you will have in the future regarding college and career choices. So make the choice to sit in a position that gives you the best chance at success.

  What if none of your attempts work to get you moved up closer? Be sure to visit that teacher in office hours more often or introduce yourself after class, expressing your desire to move closer if and when a seat becomes available. Don’t give up on your quest!

  What to Bring

  Other than the obvious bookbag, notebook, pencil, pen, highlighter, sticky notes, homework, and books for the class, you may also choose to bring a laptop for taking notes. You’ll also want to bring an assignment book or calendar to organize homework and project due dates, test and quiz dates, and long-term assignment deadlines.

  Classrooms or lecture halls can be too hot or too cold depending on the season or the number of people in a lecture hall. 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.
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      Bring a water bottle to class in case you get thirsty—it will save you from leaving class to get a drink and can act as a helpful pick-me-up if you are feeling fatigued or sluggish. Don’t drink too much, though, or you may waste your precious class time in the bathroom!
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  Other than bringing physical items, do not forget to bring your positive attitude and mindset, which should be one that is seeking clues and 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 hone listening and note-taking skills each day. Come to class prepared, and don’t become one of those annoying students who borrows a pen and paper each week from someone different. Have a notebook or binder dedicated to each class, and always bring it with you.

  Avoiding Distractions and Pitfalls

  Avoid distracting people at all costs while doing your job. 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 silence or off altogether. Put all other tempting electronics away out of sight, 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 to 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.
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      Double- and triple-check that you have turned off your cell phone. Teachers have been known to kick students out of class or throw phones in the trashcan if a ringer or buzzing noise interrupts class.
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  Here are some other rules to avoid potential distractions:

  
    	Don’t pass notes.

    	Don’t check texts or e-mails.

    	Don’t bring in the sports pages or surf the Internet.

    	Don’t come to class hungry so your stomach growls loudly for all to hear.

  

  If you avoid these distractions and temptations, you’ll come to class prepared to be engaged and participate.

  Do Your Homework!

  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 will risk receiving a zero in the grade book. Those zeros add up and average into your final grade. A zero on a missed assignment can even go so far as to ruin your grade. So stay on top of what you need to do and build up that extra cushion for yourself through extra credit points.
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      Many schools allow up to 3 percent of a grade increase (or one grade increment from a B+ to an A– for example) for earned extra credit, so those extra points can certainly add up to an improved grade when your grade is on the cusp.
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  The same goes for homework. The most basic rule to passing and 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. Again, homework assignments may contribute towards your final grade, but they also let you and your teacher know areas you need to work on and better understand.

  
Always Do Extra Credit

  Who says nothing in life is free? The best-kept secret in school is extra credit. When it comes to extra credit, do it! Find out how the extra credit or homework points contribute to your final grade so you can remind yourself of how important it is. Any time a teacher offers extra credit, they are 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 is planning ahead and wants to maximize his chances of having a great grade in my class by securing a safety net of sorts, just in case he doesn’t do as well as he wants on a paper or final exam? Or, who wants to put a few extra points accumulated 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 either once or every time, 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 or she sees that you are putting extra effort into their 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 who has been doing the extra credit; whether you earn all of the points offered for it is another story. Just doing it does help you.
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      Being stressed can impact your attitude and schoolwork. Make sure to practice some form of stress reduction each day and to “turn off your brain” to release it 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.
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  And, if extra credit is not offered in a class, ask for it! If you are falling behind, are in a slump, or are having difficulty maintaining a good grade in a class, ask the teacher if there is any extra credit you can do. A teacher might consider giving some to you if you ask even if she is not giving it to the whole class.

  Also, believe it or not, extra credit can be fun. Think if it as high-level “learning for learning’s sake.” What have you got to lose except your time? And for that time spent, you may gain some points you would not have earned otherwise, and a nod of approval and respect from your teacher. Find out how the extra credit points break down at your school or in your particular class so you can calculate how much this “free money” will help you.

  Electronics and the Classroom

  The kinds of technology available to students and teachers these days is astounding. It can enhance your learning experience by exposing you to engaging multimedia presentations, top-notch experts around the world, and a plethora of research and data. Technology can also be distracting and a nuisance if it’s not used properly, however. Make sure you’re using each piece in the way your teacher prefers so you can maximize your learning experience. Here are a few tips.

  Using a Laptop

  Many students and even teachers have begun to bring laptop computers to class. While this might seem like a good idea, it’s not really recommended for several reasons, including:

  
    	Most people write by hand more quickly than they type.

    	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.

  

  As you will soon see, you’ll be working a great deal with the notes you take in class, making additions and revisions. It’s easier to do this on paper than on the computer. If you want to keep your notes on your computer, you can always type them when you get home. In fact, this process is a good way to help you rethink and reorganize your notes, and it will help you remember them.

  Other Media Your Teacher Might Use

  Rather than using your own electronic devices, why not instead admire the Smart Board in your classroom (if your teacher is fortunate enough to have one) or enjoy a PowerPoint presentation if one is given? Perhaps your teacher is media-savvy and current in the use of interactive technology in his presentations. Some teachers even incorporate streaming video from YouTube into their lectures or use Skype to communicate and teleconference with classrooms across the world. 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 disseminate information to their students. Other teachers post blogs or conduct podcasts for their students.

  The bottom line: leave your personal technology behind when attending class, but 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 handheld recording device to class and rely on that instead of taking notes. The recorder ultimately means much more work than you may realize, however. 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 to edit the information. For example, you might not write down information that you already know or have taken notes on previously. 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 succinct, they will take far less time to read over than it would take to listen to a recorded lecture again.

  Then there’s the problem of mechanical 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, you might want to have a friend record it so you’ll be able to keep up. (Be sure this request is okay with the teacher first.) Make certain, though, that you listen to the lecture and take notes just as if you were sitting in class.

  Strategies for Effective Listening

  We take it for granted that we all know how to listen, that listening is a natural skill requiring no work at all. The truth is, listening is a difficult task and very few people know how to do it well. 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 they’ve 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; it means some sound has reverberated in 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 implies 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 on a crowded train talking with a friend. You hear the noise of the train, the chatter of passengers around you, the iPod echoes blasted by a kid next to you 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.

  The same principle applies to classroom lectures. There may not be the same amount of noise in a lecture room as on a crowded train (although there is plenty of distracting racket, from feet shuffling to coughing to heaters or air conditioners blowing), but you still have to work hard to listen to the professor’s words. The following strategies will help you learn effective listening. They can help with your note-taking as well as with any interpersonal encounters, from conversations to job interviews. Develop good listening skills now and they’ll last a lifetime and continue to bring you success. People respect someone who listens carefully. More importantly, those who listen are certain to catch important information that others don’t.

  Make the Effort

  The first step to effective listening is to realize that listening takes effort. It won’t happen on its own and it’s not something that is going to take place automatically, just by your being there. Go into situations where it’s important for you to listen. Be determined to listen, and listen carefully. Concentrate. It may be difficult at first, but in time you’ll get better.
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