Excerpts from Students’ Guide to Efficient Study (1933)

by Luella Cole Pressey & Jessie Mary Ferguson

Chapter I

Planning Your Work
Rule 1:  Make a Schedule and Stick to It

[The] time you spend in class is only part of your total working time—in some respects the least important part.  Many students make the mistake of letting their work pile up because of lack of any definite program.  There is plenty of time for the exercise you need, for your social life and recreations, and for your study, but you will not find the needed hours unless you plan a schedule in order to see just how much time you will have for each type of interest . . .

Rule 2: Develop a Good Study Environment

It is an excellent plan to do all your studying in the same place, as you get in the habit of studying there and do not think of doing anything else there.  Thus you can concentrate more easily.  Keep distractions off your desk; don’t sit down at your desk for any other purpose than to study . . .  If you can study at about the same time every day you will find that you will soon build up a habit of going to work at the same time.  You will find that it is easier to concentrate than when you study whenever you happen to think of it . . .

Rule 3: Don’t Attempt Too Many Kinds of Activity

Don’t make the common error of attempting too much.  For your first year, don’t try to carry more than one type of outside activity at once . . . You can easily wear yourself out in such activities . . . If you have to work for money part of the time be sure to carry a light schedule for one or two semesters until you find out how hard college work is going to be for you . . . When you are working your way through college you are burning your candle at both end and will wear yourself out if you attempt much college work.  Make up your mind to stay in school five or six years if necessary . . . but do not carry a full schedule if you are working . . .

Rule 4: Don’t Loaf on Your Job

Some students doubtless underwork continually.  If you spend less than thirty hours per week in studying outside of class (for a class schedule of fifteen hours) you are underworking—and cheating no one but yourself.  Underworking makes a person lazy and shiftless, both bad habits.  If you can prepare your lessons acceptably in less than thirty hours of study, take a heavier schedule.  Don’t work below your capacity; you will be hurting no one but yourself . . . 

Chapter II

Learning to Concentrate

Rule 1: Start Studying the Minute You Sit Down at Your Desk

 . . . Beginning your work the minute you sit down helps you, because you soon develop the habit of immediate application and, before you know it, you are studying.

Rule 2: If Your Mind Continually Wanders Stop and Analyze Yourself to Find Out Why

 . . . Obviously, not all sources of emotional distraction can be removed, but many of them can be.  If you are a habitual day dreamer try to find out why . . . Try to find the source of your distraction and then try to free yourself as far as possible.

Rule 3: Find an Interest in Every Subject You Take

Subjects may be interesting chiefly because (a) they relate to things you already know and like, or else (b) they are, or will be, useful to you.  If you have, or can develop, a burning interest in a subject, your troubles with concentration are over.  If you are not interested in a course, there are several things you can do . . . First, you can realize that everything is interesting to someone and that anything may become interesting to you.  Next, you should know that lack of information is the most common source of lack of interest; learn something about the subject in question and interest will soon follow.  Finally, you should try to find a practical use for the material to be studied; if you can see that it is of personal value to you, that you need to know it for the job you expect to hold, you will want to master the facts and they will become interesting . . .

Chapter III

Reading and Studying
Rule 1: Make a Preliminary Survey Before Reading a Chapter in Detail

When you sit down to read a chapter you probably start right in with the first sentence before you have any idea what the chapter is going to be about . . . look through the chapter first, reading the headings, the introductory sentences to each section, and the summary at the end . . .

Five minutes spent in this preliminary survey will save you time in the end, because you will then have as background for understanding what is important as you read the chapter.  Most chapters contain many details, and unless you find the main points before beginning to read, you will get so lost in the details that you cannot see how they are related to each other . . .

Rule 2: Notice Carefully the Type in Which Headings are Printed

A good textbook is different from the average book because it contains, in the form of headings, the outline from which the author wrote the text.  The type used is not the same in every book, but within any one book the system is the same.  Different type sizes and faces are used to tell you what is important and what is subordinate . . .

Rule 3: Do Not Skip Graphs, Drawings, or Tables

Learn to read diagrams of all kinds.  They are included because they are important for you to understand . . .

Rule 4: Watch Carefully for Technical Words and Be Sure You Know Their Meaning

When you come to a word you do not know, underline it and then find out what it means.  You can’t learn chemistry without knowing the meaning of “valence”, “atomic weight”, “molecule”, etc.; or history without knowing “protocol”, “treaty”, “ratification”, “consul”, etc.; or language without knowing “adverb”, “conjunction”, “present tense”, etc.  You cannot afford to neglect the technical vocabulary of any subject, as each word of this type stands for an idea which it is important to know.  Don’t skip words of which you don’t know the meaning; 

look them up . . .

Rule 5: As You Read, Try to Find the Main Thought of Each Paragraph

 . . . It is an excellent idea to write down in a single sentence, in your own words, the main idea of each paragraph for a few pages.  You will soon develop skill enough so that you can omit the writing.  Be sure you use your own words and not more than one sentence . . .

Rule 7: Stop After Every Main Section of a Chapter, as You Read, and Try to Associate the Ideas It Contains with Things You Already Know

Keep constantly in mind the questions: “How can I remember these facts?  Of what do they remind me?  What do I already know to which I can connect these facts?”  You should realize that trying to learn isolated facts is a hard job, but that learning facts which are connected is fairly easy.  So don’t go at each new assignment as if it were something totally strange and unrelated to the rest of your existence.  If you can tie the new facts to some things you already know you will find it practically impossible to forget them . . .

Chapter VIII

Written Expression
Rule 1:  Never Start to Write Anything Without an Outline or Some Plan of What You are Going to Write

 . . . Don’t start until you know where your are going!  If you try to work without thinking through what you are going to say you will wander from the topic.  Do less writing and more thinking.  You can re-arrange your ideas easily while they are still in outline form, but you will find rearrangement difficult and involving a lot of copying, if you try to alter your plan after you have written your paper.

1) How might reading these excerpts be useful for students today?

Be specific.

2) What advice did you find the most useful?  Explain.
