How to Study (1917)

by George Fillmore Swain,

Professor of Civil Engineering, Harvard University

Education is an opportunity, nothing more.  It will not guarantee success, or happiness, or contentment, or riches.  Everything depends upon what development is produced by it and what use is made of it.  It does not mean morality or usefulness.  It may make a man more capable of doing harm in the world, for an educated scoundrel is clearly more dangerous than an ignorant one. . . .

What the student gets out of his education depends largely upon what he puts into it.  The student is not an empty vessel to be pumped full of learning; he is a complex machine which education should help to run properly.

The aim of education is purely utilitarian, and is expressed more clearly by the word power than by any other.  Its object is to give the man power to meet the problems of life, and to develop all his faculties to the greatest degree.  The word “utilitarian,” however, is to be interpreted in its broadest sense.  It is not simply bread-and-butter utility that is aimed at.  Whatever makes a man more capable of legitimate enjoyment, or helps to make him contented and happy, or to enlarge his breadth of view, is really useful and helps to give him power.

The only way that power and strength can be developed is by effort on the part of the student.  The only real education is self-education.  The best that the teacher can do for the student is to show him what he can do for himself and how he can do it.

“If little labor, little are our gains;

Man’s fortunes are according to his pains.”

But labor alone will not produce gains unless properly and intelligently directed. . . .  A student may work hard and earnestly in school or college and yet accomplish little or nothing. [pp. 1-3]

(a) THE STUDENT MUST DISTINGUISH CLEARLY BETWEEN READING AND UNDERSTANDING.—Reading alone, no matter how extensive, or how retentive the memory, will not give wisdom or power. . . .

No doubt every one finds himself at times reading merely words or phrases without understanding them, reflecting about them, or translating them into terms which are intelligible to his understanding.  Such reading is worse than useless; it leads to actual mental injury.  Whenever we find ourselves doing this we should therefore arouse ourselves, make an effort of will, and concentrate our attention upon the subject, insisting upon understanding it.  If for any reason were are unable to do this, we should close the book, take some exercise or recreation, or at any rate do something else, for we are not at the moment fitted for study.  We might as well eat sawdust and deceive ourselves with thinking that we are taking nourishment.  It is not what is read or what is remembered, but only what is understood, that gives power.

“In this quest for knowledge. . . . there are two faults to be shunned—one, the taking of unknown things for known, and giving an assent to them too hastily, which fault he who wishes to escape (and all ought so to wish) will give time and diligence to reflect on the subjects proposed for his consideration. The other fault is that some bestow too great zeal and too much labor on things obscure and difficult, and at the same time useless.”  Cicero: de Officiis

(b) THE STUDENT MUST CLEARLY DISTINGUISH MERE FACTS FROM CONCLUSIONS OR OPINIONS.—Mere facts, some of which may be the result of laborious investigation, may be accepted without verification, if the authority is good.  When the student reads that the river Nile rises in Equatorial Africa, flows in a northerly direction through Egypt into the Mediterranean sea, he cannot verify this statement nor reason out that it must be so.  It is a mere fact and a name, and he simply accepts it, perhaps looking at the map to fix the fact in his mind. . . .

Very different are conclusions or opinions deduced from facts; and logical conclusions are very different from mere opinions.  The facts may be sufficient to prove logically a certain conclusion.  On the other hand, the facts may simply give reasonable ground, or appear to give reasonable ground, for a certain opinion, though they may fall short of demonstration.  The student must, therefore, discriminate constantly between mere statements of facts, necessary conclusions which follow therefrom, and mere opinions which they seem to render 

reasonable. . .

The continual exercise of this discrimination which comes from an attitude of mental courage and independence, is an essential for proper study. [pp. 9-10]

(c) THE STUDENT’S MIND SHOULD BE A CONTINUAL INTERROGATION POINT.—He should always ask himself, regarding any statement which he reads, whether there is a reason for it, and if there is, whether it is inherent in the nature of things, so that he might independently arrive at it, or whether it follows from facts which the writer has observed. . . .

The point is that the student must continually discriminate, continually inquire, and, as he reads, keep a list of points, the reason for which he cannot then discover, but which he perceives must have a discoverable reason.  He should not go too deeply into this, but should preserve his sense of proportion; for if he follows every possible line of inquiry back to its source he will progress but slowly. . . .

Unfortunately, the average student reads only to accept what is written, whether fact, conclusion, or opinion, perhaps memorizing it verbatim under the impression that by so doing he is learning; he does not examine or reflect upon it, and often even accepts as facts what are explicitly stated to be mere expressions or opinion. . . .  It is for this reason that it is so easy to deceive most people, at least for part of the time.  They do not think for themselves, and all that is necessary to make them believe what you say is in some way to get them to think you are an authority. . . . [pp. 11-14]

(e) THE STUDENT MUST TRAIN HIMSELF TO BE CONSTANTLY ON THE WATCH FOR EVIDENCE OF RELIABILITY IN THE WRITER HE IS STUDYING, IN ORDER THAT HE MAY GET A CORRECT IMPRESSION AS TO WHETHER HIS STATEMENTS OF FACT MAY BE ACCEPTED, AS WELL AS HIS CONCLUSIONS AND OPINIONS.—Many writers are careless, some are entirely unreliable, and some wilfully distort.  Not only are the opinions sometimes expressed entirely unwarranted by the facts, but often statements of mere fact, such as those of statistics, may be grossly perverted, sometimes intentionally.  Erroneous conclusions or opinions which are the result of illogical reasoning from correct facts may be discovered by the student who himself knows how to reason, but perversions of fact may escape detection, if not traced back to original authorities or observations, which the student may not have time or opportunity to do.  Statistical results, or statements made in books on economics, history, and sociology, are particularly liable to distortion, intentionally or unintentionally. . . .

The importance is thus obvious of being able to detect signs of reliability and accuracy, and of discarding a writer who cannot be depended upon.  It is also important to make it a rule to ask whether any result when reached appears to be reliable in the light of common sense. . . .

Evidence of unreliability shown by a writer may generally be discovered, if care is exercised.  His temperament, age, environment, training, religion and other facts will contribute.  One who is dogmatic or abusive in stating what are obviously mere opinions which cannot be demonstrated, or who is intolerant of those who reach different conclusions, is obviously by temperament untrustworthy. . . .

The student should constantly be on the watch to form his opinion of the credibility and reliability of a writer or experimenter whose work he is studying.  He may thus guide himself as to the books which he should pursue carefully, remembering the dictum of Bacon that “Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested,” except that very few, if any, are to be literally swallowed without digestion.  By careful observance of the injunction to study constantly the credibility of a writer one may become what may be termed a discriminating student. [pp. 15-18]

(h) BE MODEST INTELLECTUALLY, YET SELF-RELIANT.  TRAIN YOURSELF TO LOVE CORRECTION.—Remember these sayings from wise men:

“Whoso loveth correction loveth knowledge;

But he that hateth reproof is brutish.”—Proverbs.

“Poverty and shame shall be to him that refuseth correction; 

But he that regardeth reproof shall be honoured.”—Proverbs.

“The beginning of wisdom is the knowledge of one’s faults.”—Epicurus. . . . .

“If there’s anything worse than knowing too little, it’s knowing too much.  Education will broaden a narrow mind, but there’s no cure for a big head.  The best you can hope is that it will swell up and bust, and then, of course, there’s nothing left. . . . “ —Lorimer: Letters from a Self-made Merchant to his Son at College. . . .

Realize the limitations of your own knowledge; see clearly what you know and what you do not know, otherwise you will see the things you know out of proportion.  Make sure, however, that you know the fundamentals.  Socrates said that a knowledge of our ignorance is the first step toward true knowledge. . . [pp. 19-21]
1) What are the most important points made by the author regarding lifelong learning?

2) How does what the author says fit with your educational experiences?  Give specific examples.

3) What does the author say that is most useful to you as a student?  Explain.

