UNIT I

HOW TO FIND WHAT YOU'RE NOT LOOKING FOR

ADJUSTING TO COLLEGE

Several years ago, I was asked to say something to incoming freshman about adjusting to college. In many ways, I was delighted. This is a subject I really know something about. I myself adjusted to college quite well...too well. I adjusted so well that I spent 12 1/2 years as a college student. And I'm now beginning my fifteenth year of college teaching. You see, I really adjusted well to college: so well, that I'd find it hard to adjust to being anywhere else. And since I know that many students will enjoy college every bit as much as I did, it's a real privilege to be able to welcome them to what I hope will be some of the most wonderful, exciting, and profitable years of their lives. 

But there's a bit of a problem, too. For while professors love to give students advice and while we write article after article and book after book trying to prepare students for success, it’s not altogether clear that the advice we give is really worth giving. In many ways, we are Polonius in Shakespeare's play Hamlet. 

Polonius had the benefit of years of experience and observation, and his experiences gave him the ability to give his son his son (and everyone else) lots of great-sounding advice. But, while his words sounded wise, they usually didn’t help very much, --and, sometimes, they made things far worse than they were to begin with.

Now I am sure I can give plenty of great-sounding advice myself. But I'm not all sure that I can do that much better than Polonius. And in the end, my main piece of advice (as you will see) is to ignore my advice--and find a much surer way of adjusting, not only to college, but to life itself. 

Most of what I can tell you about adjusting to college (and to college success in general) you already know or can easily figure out for yourself. So I am going to shut up or quit writing?   If you think that, you don't have the slightest idea what college professors are like.  We make our livings telling students things they already know or can easily find out from themselves.

So what is it that you know already, but that I’m going to tell you anyway?  First of all, there are some things you really ought to avoid if you are to have any chance of real success in college. 

Number one: avoid drugs (or, at least, don't inhale). I'm sure you know already how drugs can mess up your school career and your life, but let me give you one example from my own college days. 

I was sitting at dinner in the dorm dining hall one evening, talking with Kathy, the daughter of one of the professors. All of a sudden, Kathy catches site of a good-looking young man rushing into the dining hall. Kathy did kind of a double-take, and then shouted out, "Steve! How are you? It's been ages... Where have you been?" 

Steve (not his real name) immediately came over to our table to join us. He turned out to be a very entertaining sort of person. Kathy (and that is her real name) told me later that he was one of the most brilliant students she had ever met at Stanford, the kind of guy who memorized "pi" to 150 places just for fun. Anyway, we were having a fascinating conversation--when all of a sudden two uniformed police officers came into the room. They looked around and came right up to Steve, grabbed hold of him, cuffed

him, and hauled him off. 

You see, Steve had just escaped from a mental institution. He was apparently very dangerous, and the officers were quite relieved that they had apprehended him so quickly. 

Now what was this brilliant young man doing in a mental institution? Kathy found out later that Steve had been experimenting with LSD--and that it had basically fried his brain. A sad waste. 

So--don't end up like Steve. Resist the temptation to use drugs. 

Now for most of you, that one is pretty easy. The more serious temptation, at least on this campus, is alcohol. And my number two bit of advice to you is this: avoid alcohol. 

Once again, I'm sure all of you know how alcohol can mess up your school career and your life, but I'll give you a couple of concrete examples involving Northern students. 

Winter, 1989. Cold around here, as always during the winter. One young student got drunk at a party, and tried to find his way home. He got so confused, he wandered into someone's backyard and couldn't find his way out. They found his frozen body the next morning. 

A few years later, four Northern students, three young men and a young woman, were drinking together. The campus community never got the full story of what happened, but the three young men were all charged with rape. One of them ended up committing suicide. One drinking party: four ruined lives. And that's just the tip of the iceberg. 

One semester a student group put up outside the bookstore a thing called "the wall." Students were asked to add to the wall their own comments about the ways in which alcohol had affected their lives. It was really depressing to read--lots of real tear-jerkers. A typical example: 

A young woman wrote that she had gotten drunk at a party. A guy gave her a ride home, and she ended up sleeping with him. The problem was, she had a steady boyfriend, who she said she loved. And she wrote "on the wall" that now there was this "dirty secret" between her and her boyfriend, and it was just eating away at their relationship.

“The Wall” was filled with stories of similar alcohol-related, mistakes, tragedies and misfortunes—much of it really painful stuff. When a Northern student does something really stupid, something that really messes up their school career and their life, I can almost guarantee that alcohol was a factor. My advice: stay away from alcohol entirely. 

It’s also important to watch your relationships. College is the time when many of you will find that special person that will be number one in your life, that you’ll want to raise children with, that you’ll want to spend the rest of your life with.  But it’s also the time when many of you will make mistakes that will reduce or even eliminate your chances of marital happiness.

As an example, what happened to two close friends of mine at Stanford, who, to preserve a bit of confidentially, I’ll call Cindy and Stan.  Cindy was a bright, charming young woman—and probably the most beautiful woman on campus.  Stan was equally bright and attractive. His curly hair and body-builder physique made him look like a Greek god.  When Cindy and Stan met, they fell totally and deeply in love—and you’ve probably never seen a cuter couple. But when they applied for a marriage license, they got some devastating news.  Both of them had gonorrhea.

Treatable? Yes, but it was in some ways too late.  Cindy’s fallopian tubes were destroyed and they would never have children.  

Both Cindy and Stan had had prior “relationships,” before they met each other, and it wasn’t clear whose “fault” the gonorrhea infection was. But you can bet both of them wish that had made some different relationship choices earlier.

And, by the way, condoms are not the answer. Condoms apparently are not effective at all in stopping the spread of most STD’s.

A study released last year by the National Institute of Allergies and Infectious Diseases, the National Institutes of Health, and the Department of Health and Human Services gives us some rather bad news about condoms. It concludes that condoms do indeed provide protection against AIDS, reducing the risk of getting HIV/AIDS an impressive 85%. The bad news is that condoms provide no clinically demonstrable risk reduction for syphilis, herpes, chlamydia, Human Papillomavirus (HPV), Trichomoniasis, or Chancroid. And, while condom use limits the risk of contracting Gonorrhea for men, there’s no demonstrable benefit at all for women.

And condoms, of course, do nothing to stop the emotional damage created careless sexual relationships.   

Now, of course, most of what I’ve said so far is "Polonius" advice, nothing you didn't know already. But there is maybe one thing I can say to you that you don't already know. I titled this unit "finding what you're not looking for" because I think the main reason students don't enjoy their college years as much as they should is because they don't really know all that the college experience has to offer. 

Most students think of college primarily as career training: the ticket to a better job. There's nothing wrong with that, but if the job after graduation is all you're looking for, you'll find it a mighty difficult four (or five) years. 

For those who are focused on something beyond a job, this campus is a great place to be. There is always something new to learn: music, computers, foreign languages, etc.  One of the chief things I got out of college was the ability to enjoy all sorts of different things. And if you use your college opportunities well, you'll have a life full of all sorts of things that make life more enjoyable and satisfying. Be sure to explore different areas and take advantage of the opportunities you have here to learn about different things—not just in your classes either. While you are here, you should have the opportunity to try different kinds of sports, eat different kinds of foods, hear speakers on all sorts of different topics, and meet people from all sorts of different backgrounds. Be outgoing, and enjoy all the different kinds of things there are to enjoy. 

Now with all the wonderful opportunities there are on this campus, you'd think there would be no problem adjusting--that you are almost automatically going to be happy here. But you know what? It's not so automatic at all. Why? Because there is one thing here that students find it very, very hard to get used to. Something absolutely dreadful. History professors? No. Far worse than that-and far more frightening. 

It's freedom. 

You are going to be free at Northern in a way that you've never been before and probably will never be again. No one will tell you you have to go to class. No one will tell you how to spend your time. No one will tell you exactly what subjects to take, or what to major in. You basically will run your own life. 

Now being free should be a wonderful thing. Martin Luther King's "I have a dream speech closes with the dramatic words, "Free at last. Free at last. Thank God Almighty, I'm free at last." But freedom isn't any good if you don't know what to do with it. The Israelites longed to go back to Egypt. Even many freed black slaves wanted to go back to the old plantations. One of the French novelist Andre Gide's characters says, "This useless freedom tortures me." And the freedom you have at college may be, in some ways, a torture. 

Partly, this is because it's difficult sometimes to do what you know you should do. It's hard to force yourself to get up for classes when there's nobody making you do it. It's hard to force yourself to study when there's a card game going on. But even if you're making all the right choices, freedom is hard--because even the right choices don't always seem to pay off as they should. 

One of the really disturbing things about Stanford for me was the realization that most of those things one might think would bring happiness don't. We had in our little dorm an Olympic gold medalist, the captain of the U.S. Olympic gymnastics team, a Fullbright Scholar, a Rhodes Scholar: bright kids, kids with all sorts of talents. What they all had in common was an extraordinarily high degree of self-discipline, the ability to force themselves to do what was necessary to reach their goals. 

But you know what? Despite all they achieved, and despite all they had, few of my Stanford friends were happy. And my professors, despite all their abilities, weren't happy either. 

Why? Because even when you make the right choices, when you avoid drugs and alcohol, pay attention to your studies, choose a major that leads to a good job, there's still a kind of emptiness: so what? So what if you earn as much as Bill Gates? So what if you can win elections like Bill Clinton? So what if you star in a comic strip like Bill the Cat? 

I can almost guarantee that, at least during part of your college experience, you'll feel an emptiness in the pit of your stomach. And you'll think it's homesickness, which, in part, it may be. But it will also be something more: a deep uncertainty about the future and what you should do with your life. When you face that emptiness, none of your professors will have answers for you. And none of your friends will have answers for you. And you won't be able to find answers of your own. And then... 

Well, believe it or not, this emptiness might be the best thing that ever happened to you--if you deal with it in the right way. Most students don't. Some turn to drugs, some to alcohol. Some just give up and go home. 

So what's the right way of dealing with that emptiness? When my oldest son left for college several years ago, I spent weeks and weeks thinking about exactly what advice to give him. Unfortunately, if I told you what I told him, I'd get into trouble. 

You see, what I told him is that the most important thing he could do to adjust to college (or to anything else) was to turn to God with his whole heart. I told him that when that homesick/emptiness hit, the best thing to do was to hit your knees and open his Bible. And I told him that, before that emptiness hit, the best thing to do was to hit his knees and open his Bible. 

I told him that there was a great opportunity before him, that if he could learn to truly hear from God and to learn to walk in the way God guided him, that he'd be on the road to joy. And I told him that, when he was lonely, he should call home...but that he should also call to his true home. 

And I reminded him of a song we both loved, the lyrics of which are (in part): 

When you go, go with God. Let His laughter be your banner. Let Him bring to life the vision that He's placed within your heart. And when you go, go with God. And remember that we love you. You will take a part of us when you go. 

I'd like to say the same kinds of things to you and to all my students at Northern, because I truly believe the only way of making a happy adjustment to college (or to anything else) is walk in submission to the will of God. But I'd get into all sorts of trouble if I said anything like that—particularly in an assigned text.  And since I don’t want to get into trouble, I won’t tell you any of those things. 

I will, however, wish you good luck as you start what I hope will be for you some of the most wonderful, exciting, interesting, and joyful years of your life.  

chapter ii

Adjusting to Northern

Student Views


When I was in the eighth grade, my dad said to me, “Art—I’ve got a word for you to learn, and it’s important word for you to know.  It’s vicariously.  Something vicarious is something you get, not from your own experience, but from the experience of others.  Now I want you to know this word because it’s important to your education. It’s very important that you know how to learn vicariously.  Because, while many things are best learned from experience, there are some things I had much rather you learned vicariously, from watching the experience of others.”


It was great advice for all sorts of reasons, and I think it’s particularly good advice for students beginning their college years.  Some of the best advice for adjusting to college comes from students who have just gone through that experience themselves.


A number of years ago, I gave some of my freshman students the following assignment:

Assume that your younger brother or sister (or a good friend) is going to be coming to Northern next year as a freshman.  Write a letter describing the problems he/she  might face and give some suggestions on how to deal with those problems.  Include mention also of problems you haven’t been able to solve.


The students provided some great insights, some of which might be of help to you.  Here (in no particular order) is some of their wisdom:

1. You need to remember that there are other freshmen who are in the same boat as you are.  Don’t be afraid to ask questions, and lots of them. 

2. If you’re not a morning person, don’t take morning classes!  I get the notes on the lectures, but that doesn’t help all the time.  Going to lectures and taking your own notes will help you understand them better and also better prepare yourself for the tests and quizzes.  

3. You’ve got to get in a routine of getting up for classes.  If you don’t, you’ll end up skipping a lot.  You also need toa ask for help when you need it.  You’ve also got to get out and get to know people since that’s why college is so fun.

4. Establish good study habits.  I can’t get myself to do my reading in certain classes.  It’s not like I don’t have time to do it, it’s just that certain classes bore me to death.  Right when you start classes, keep up on the reading and other requirements so you won’t fall behind.

5. The first couple of weeks are just too confusing because you’re learning your class schedule and don’t really know where to go.  Just give it time and things slow down.  It helps to find your classrooms a day or two before your class first meets.

6. Don’t think you will get by on your high school study habits.  It won’t work.  Study twice as much if not more in college.  Be sure to take at least 16 credits as you can drop a class and still get financial aid.

7. You need to make sure you manage your money well.  The money has to last you for nine months, so don’t spend it all in the first month!  Also, you have to make sure you manage your time wisely.  There are lots of things going on, so make sure you save time for studying, but also make sure you have time for “play.”

8.  Make sure you don’t work too many hours.  It is overwhelming to work and go to school.  It’s hard to find time for leisure activities after your study time, classes, and working.

9. Before I came to Northern. The thing that worried me most was what my social life would be like.  I had some friends here, but overall I didn’t really know anyone.  If you’re the same way, the best advice I have for you is to go around your dorm and introduce yourself because, most likely, your not the only person who is nervous.  As far as classes are concerned, you should know how to study, but the main problem is you might feel like you’re just a face in the crowd.  So go talk to your professors and get to know them because, when it comes to grading time, they might remember your effort.   And, finally, get to know other students in class, and try to form a study group.  It definitely helps.

10.  Make sure to get your financial aid papers in way before you get here so you can pay your bill right away.  Second, get to class and study every night so you don’t fall behind.  That’s the easy part of college.  What you will need to be extra careful with is boyfriends.  Make sure you don’t put off all that schoolwork so you can go out and party, and if he gives you grief, get rid of him.

11. It’s very hard to study in the dorms because it is usually very loud and there are always people coming over wanting to do something.  My advice is to use the library a lot.  Also, don’t wait until the last minute to do you homework, because, when you do, you usually don’t get it done until 4 or 5 in the morning and by then your tired and not doing your best work. 

12. Be prepared for a lot of studying. At first when you go to class you think its cool to only go about 3-4 hours a day.  But use the time after class to study.

13. Northern is a great college.  The classes are small, so you get more help from your instructors.  There are also many campus activities to attend throughout the school year.  

14. The main thing to remember is to get sufficient rest and stay away from drugs and alcohol.  Alcohol and drugs cause many students to over sleep and miss class while they also contribute to a lack of motivation.

15.  Don’t waste your time and money by trying to go through college in a drunken state.  I have seen many people wreck themselves this way.  I now that it may seem fun, but it is no fun to flunk out of school because you party too hard.  

16.  Try to avoid teachers that you will have a hard time listening to.  If you have a teacher you just can’t understand, listen really hard to his/her lectures.  If this still doesn’t work, then you will have to set aside some time to go and talk with that particular teacher about the class.

17. It’s different from high school and it seems like you have a lot of time on your hands, but you don’t have a lot of time.

18. Ask people about the classes you will be taking before you sign up.  

19. Read the syllabus for each class and get to know those well.  

20. Sometimes you will have a tendency to sit around too much, but make sure you get out and do some active things and get some exercise.  It makes you feel a lot better.

21. You have to make sure you attend class.  It’s hard to get up for an 8:00 lecture, especially when they don’t take attendance.  But you must!  I missed a few psych lectures and did pretty poorly on one of the tests.  You also have to make sure you allow enough time to get all your work done.  Noisy dorms are a pain, so go to the library.  It’s quiet there.  Make sure you get out and meet people, but don’t give in to peer pressure.  Parties are fun, but you don’t get a grade in them.

UNIT III

DOES ANYONE REALLY KNOW WHAT TIME MANAGEMENT IS?

DOES ANYONE REALLY CARE?

EFFECTIVE PLANNING


One of my good friends during my undergraduate days was a guy named Jim Rich.  Jim was probably the most impressive student I’ve ever met.   It took him only three years to graduate from Stanford—with straight A’s and a degree in physics.  He went on to Harvard and, in three more years, he had has Ph.D.  


Now Jim was a bright guy, but not that much brighter than most of his fellow students.  What made him so successful was that he was one of the best-organized people around.  Jim wasn’t the kind of guy who did nothing but study.  He played water polo and table tennis, spent some time at the card table, and contributed his fair share to the ongoing dorm discussions of life, the universe, and everything.  But, early in his academic career, Jim established some excellent study habits.  In particular, he set aside specific times for studying—and when it was time to study, that’s what he’d do.  


If you want to be really good at anything, or even sort of good, planning and time management skills are extremely valuable—so valuable that businessmen will pay hundreds of dollars to attend seminars that help them improve in these areas.  The Dale Carnegie training seminars, for instance, have been popular for years—and they do offer something of a recipe for success.


But, fortunately for you, you don’t have to spend hundreds of dollars for Dale Carnegie training.  No.  For only the hundred dollars you paid for this course and the price of this book (cheap!) you get most of what the Dale Carnegie people can teach you—and more!

STEP ONE—ESTABLISH SOME LIFETIME GOALS


At this point in your life, it’s probably very difficult for you to establish definite lifetime goals.  Almost certainly, your college experience will change you, and the goals you set now won’t be the goals you have five years from now.  However, it’s important for you even at this stage of the game to have some tentative life goals.  They say that those who aim at nothing are certain to hit it, and students who have no idea at all what they want to do in life tend to find college very difficult.  Why all this study if it doesn’t lead to anything?

It’s certainly worth the effort to form some tentative life-goals at the outset of college, to have firmly in mind a general idea of the kinds of things you at least might want to do with your life.

The basic steps are easy.  First, write a list of the things you value most.  Then, with these values firmly in mind, make a list of things you would like to accomplish during your lifetime. What would you like to achieve in your career?  What kind of family situation do you want?  What other things do you want to see, do, and experience during your lifetime?  What do you want to look back on when you come to the end of your life? 


Now, of course, lifetime goals can change, and most students change their life goals—often significantly—during their college careers.  But if you have something to shoot at, it will help a lot in keeping you motivated through your undergraduate years.  The student who says to himself/herself, “I’m probably going to be a teacher” or “I’m headed to law school” has the advantage over a student who has no career goal at all—even if they end up never spending a day in the classroom or the courtroom!

STEP TW0—ESTABLISH A FIVE YEAR PLAN


No, I’m not advocating Stalinist policies here—just a modification of Dale Carnegie success strategy.


The Carnegies types say that, after listing one’s lifetime goals, the next step is to come up with a plan for achieving those goals.  The question to ask yourself, “What are you going to do in the next five years that will help you achieve your lifetime goals?”


Now this is generally pretty easy to do.  If one of your goals is to become a teacher, your five-year plan probably includes getting a BSEd.  It probably also includes ways of gaining the experiences that will help you become a good teacher and that will make you marketable when you’re looking for a job. Your plan might include volunteer work at the YMCA or the Boys’ and Girls’ Club, teaching Sunday school, coaching, or working as a tutor.  If your lifetime goals include marriage and family…well, maybe there are a few things toward this goal you could work at during the next five years as well.

STEP III—ESTABLISH A PLAN FOR THIS SEMESTER/SCHOOL YEAR


What are you going to do this semester that will help you work toward your five-year plan and toward your lifetime goals?  What classes are you going to take?  What other kinds of activities are you going to be involved in?

STEP IV—CREATE A WEEKLY SCHEDULE


Make a 7x24 grid, a grid with one square for each hour of the week.  On the grid, reserve blocks of time for everything you’ve got to do/want to do during the week.  Mark the times you’re going to be in class.  Mark the times you plan to be sleeping.  Mark the times you’ll be at work, eating meals, etc.  Mark down also the times you intend to use for recreation and relaxing, and the times you want to spend with family and friends.  And now it’s time to be like Jim Rich: mark down those times you intend to use for study.  Remember that, to do your best work in a college class, you generally need one-and-a-half to two hours outside of class for every hour in class.  A student taking 16 credit hours generally needs 24-32 hours of study time per week in order to do there best work.  Now one can often get by with less studying than this.  One can often even get an “A” with less studying than this. But if you really want to get out of your classes what you should get out of them, plan on studying at least 24 hours per week outside of class.

STEP V—AVOID TIME WASTERS


Make a list of the specific things that cause you to waste time (or of things you spend time on that you really shouldn’t spend so much time on).  Then make a plan to deal with those time-wasters.  Talking too much on the phone a problem?  Plan to limit your calls to ten minutes—and put a clock by your phone.  Television a big time-water for you?  Get rid of the television altogether.  By the way, you should not have television in your dorm room—and you probably shouldn’t watch television at all while you’re a student.  There are too many great things happening on this campus to spend your time glued to the boob tube.

THE GUARANTEE

Is all this guaranteed to work?  Will it bring a lifetime of accomplishment and happiness?  Well, no. I talked with Jim Rich last year, and I told him I was using him as an example of good student study habits.  He told me I had his permission to continue to use him as an example—but he said that the truth of the matter is that he wished he hadn’t been quite such a dedicated student, that he had spent more time—well, he says, smoking dope.  


So, if the Dale Carnegie approach isn’t really the way to happiness and success, what is?  Well, it seems to me there is one and, at some personal risk, let me share with you what I think is….

THE REAL SECRET TO TIME MANAGEMENT 

The secret is here in an article I wrote for the Aberdeen American News.  It’s more of the kind of stuff I’d getting in trouble for telling you, so be sure to skip right over it and go to the next chapter.

Better to light more than one candle

There are five candles on our dining room table. One of them has been lit. Once. And, unfortunately, that’s probably the way it will stay until Christmas day.

 
It’s like this almost every year at our house. We start the Advent season promising ourselves that this Christmas will be different. We’ll spend time together as a family. We’ll sing carols together, read scripture together, and pray together every day. 

But somehow it doesn’t happen. There’s gift shopping to be done, packages to send off, and the usual rush of extra holiday events. There are columns to write, book reviews to finish up, and some final details on reports that I was supposed to have finished six months ago. And soon there will be 150 blue-book exams and 30 term papers on my desk, all of which have graded by December 27.

Too much to do, too little time. Not even enough time to gather the family around the Advent wreath for a few minutes. Seven-year-old Michael asks if we can’t have Advent. We put him off: no one has had time to prepare anything. Maybe tomorrow.

Now I shouldn’t be struggling like this. After all, I teach time management to my students, and I know all the techniques for making maximum use of available time.

 So: time to practice what I preach.

First, establish some goals: lifetime goals, goals for the next five years, and goals I intend to achieve this month. Next, make a list of all the things I have to do to achieve these goals. Next, prioritize the list, noting which items are essential, which are of high priority, and which aren’t particular important. Then: the schedule itself. Make a grid that includes every day of the week and every hour of the day. Start filling in the grid, making sure to put in the most important items first.

It doesn’t work.

Every block is filled before I finish even half the essential items. For that matter, every block is filled with priority one: spending time with my wife and kids. Jim Croce was right. There never is enough time to do the things you want to do once you find them.

Except--maybe there is.

 
Maybe there’s a time management technique that really will work.

 Suppose there were a way, not only to save time in a bottle, but to get interest on the time saved as well. Suppose one could stash away an hour, and have two hours to use later. Or perhaps one could get an even better rate of return.  Suppose one could save an hour, and get a whole day in return, or a month, or a year.

Or suppose one could do even better.  Suppose, that by acting now, one could get an infinite supply of time, a never-ending treasure chest of hours, days and years.

And, of course, one can.

Jesus said, “He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life.”

Amazing!  What a fantastic technique for time management! All I have to do is start listening to the Lord and obeying Him. And there will never again be a problem of too little time.

Now I know from experience that having a devotional time every day saves me time in the long run. I work more efficiently. I get lucky time-and-money saving breaks that really have nothing to do with luck at all. I get help on tasks from unexpected sources. And I see more clearly how seemingly “urgent” matters are really not all that important after all. And I keep telling myself, that, as soon as I find the time, I’ll start having regular personal devotions again. And as soon as I find the time, I’ll have devotional time with my kids again. As soon as I find the time, I’ll get a prayer partner again.

And I’ll do it tomorrow, maybe. Or the next day. 

UNIT IV

NOTE WELL HOW TO NOTE WELL

SUGGESTIONS ON TAKING CLASS NOTES


Most students that make it to the college level have developed pretty good study skills in high school, even if they don’t always use them.  They usually know how to write acceptable essays, do basic library research, make proper use of their textbooks, and so forth.  But one skill most of them don’t have on entering colleges is the ability to take good lecture notes.


This is a particularly great problem since many students don’t even know that they don’t know how to take good lecture notes.  Often, they don’t realize their notes are inadequate until they start preparing for their midterm exams—and, sometimes, not until they get the exams back.


At Northern in particular, the ability to take good lecture notes is a must.  Most students here prefer to learn from lectures rather than textbooks, and most of the professors have adapted to this learning preference.  Most of their exams emphasize greatly material covered in class—and, sometimes, at least, this material is not covered in the textbook. Even if the material is covered in the textbook, your professors will generally do a much better job making clear to you what the material means and why it is important.  Further, your professors’ interpretations of the material will frequently differ from that of the textbook authors.  And they’re not wrong—at least, not always!  Your professors generally have expertise in their subject areas at least as great as that of the textbook authors, and they, naturally enough, tend to favor their own interpretation of things to that of the textbook.  Further, they’re often not even aware that they are presenting material that differs from that in the text.  Some professors don’t even read the textbooks they assign.  


Mastering the material your professor presents in class, then, is often more important than mastering the assigned texts, and it’s vital to have good notes on this material.


So how to you get good lecture notes?  Some students solve the problem by simply Xeroxing or borrowing the notes of a student who is better at note taking than they are, and sometimes this works well enough.  However, even if you have access to a brilliant student’s notes, it’s important to take notes on your own. 


One reason for this is that you will remember much better anything you write down in class.  For some reason, students who just listen to a lecture, no matter how attentively, forget far more of the material than those who take extensive notes.


Also, taking notes is probably the best way to avoid being bored in class.  It’s not easy to sit and listen to anyone lecture for 50-75 minutes per class.  No matter how interesting the topic and no matter how dynamic the speaker, you’re almost sure to uncomfortable if you do nothing but sit and listen.  Take notes, however, and the time goes much more quickly.


So how do you take good lecture notes?  There is no one “right” way to take notes, but almost all good students have figured out a note-taking method that works for them.  Some students succeed just by writing down nearly everything a professor says, but, for most students, that’s an impossible task.  I’ll be showing a video in class that illustrates what, for most students, is a better note-taking method than simply becoming a human tape recorder.  However, it’s important to find the note-taking method that works best for you.  The good news is that, by the end of a semester or two, almost all students do find such a method.  For now, some brief suggestions on note taking:

1. Do the assigned readings before class. Getting general overview of the topic the professor is covering, really helps you to understand the lecture.  Also, professors will often spend class time primarily clarifying particularly difficult aspects of the material.  If you already have the basic ideas, you’ll find the lectures very helpful, but if you don’t have the basics, you’ll probably end up more confused that ever.

2. Make sure you have your notebook in class everyday.  I recommend having a separate notebook for each class.  It’s no good to have biology notes mixed with history notes mixed with sociology notes mixed with English notes.  It’s also very difficult to study for an exam when some of your material is in one notebook, some in another, and some on loose sheets of paper you just happened to bring to class that day.

3. Date and title your notes.  If you ever miss class, it’s very important to know what material you covered and what material you missed.  The date and title also helps you find specific material you may be looking for when you study.

4. Take extensive notes, but try to listen and “translate” rather than just copying mechanically.  In my classes, a good student typically gets four to five pages of notes in every lecture.  If you have a really good ear for highlights, you might get by with less.

5. As you take notes, find a way to emphasize material that’s particularly important.  Use underlines, asterisks, arrows, diagrams—anything that will make the most important points stand out.

6. So what is important?  Generally, anything the professor puts on the board (with, perhaps, the exception of difficult to spell words) is usually important.  Anything a professor repeats more than once tends to be important.  Anytime a professor says, “this may be on the test”—well, it might not be important, but knowing it will help your grade.

7. Review your notes before they’re cold.  It is an excellent habit to look over your notes right after class while the material is still fresh in your mind.  You can add details you didn’t have time to get down in class, highlight important material (using a highlighter sometimes works really well), and fix places where your handwriting is illegible.

8. Ask questions.  If you are confused in class, of if the professor has moved to quickly for you, don’t hesitate to raise your hand.  Most of the time, there will be plenty of other students who have the same question you do, and, even if they don’t, they’ll be grateful to you for slowing things down a bit.  In general (though not always) professors too are grateful for student questions, and there are some who absolutely need the questions.  We don’t always know what students know and what they don’t, and student questions help us use class time in the way we should.

Need more note-taking advice?  Here’s some advice from Gregory Wells (reproduced below with his permission):

LECTURE NOTE TAKING

  NOTE TAKING. Why take notes in class?

1. Organized notes will help you identify the core of important ideas in the lecture.

2. A permanent record will help you to learn and remember later. 

3. The lecture may contain information not available anywhere else. This will be your only chance to learn it. 

4. Lecture is where you learn what your instructor thinks is important, and he makes up the exams. 

5. Class assignments are usually given in the lecture. 

6. The underlying organization and purpose of the lecture will become clear through note taking. 

  TAKING NOTES IN CLASS: A BRIEF SUMMARY
     BEFORE THE LECTURE BEGINS: 

1. Make some preparation for the lecture so that you will be more likely to predict the organization of the lecture: 

CHECK THE COURSE OUTLINE to see if the lecturer has listed the topic or key ideas in the upcoming

lecture. If so, convert this information into questions to be answered in the lecture. 

BEFORE THE LECTURE, complete outside reading or reference assignments. 

REVIEW THE TEXT ASSIGNMENT and any reading notes taken. 

REVIEW NOTES from the previous lecture. 

2. Sit as near to the front of the room as possible to eliminate distractions. 

3. Copy everything on the blackboard and transparencies, especially the outline. 

4. Have a proper attitude. Listening well is a matter of paying close attention. Be prepared to be open-minded to what the lecturer may say even though you may disagree with it. 

     DURING THE LECTURE: 

1. Have your lecture paper and pencil or pen ready. 

2. Write down the title of the lecture, the name of the course and the date.

3. Watch the speaker carefully. Listen carefully to the introduction (if there is one). Hear the lecture. By knowing his outline, you will be better prepared to anticipate what notes you will need to take. 

4. Be brief in your note taking. Summarize your notes in your own words, not the instructor's. Remember: your goal is to understand what she is saying, not to try to record exactly everything she says. 

5. Try to recognize main ideas by signal words that indicate something important is to follow. Examples: "First, Second, Next, Then, Thus, Another important...," etc. 

6. Jot down details or examples that support the main ideas. Give special attention to details not covered in the textbook. 

7. If there is a summary at the end of the lecture, pay close attention to it. You can use it to check the organization of your notes. If your notes seem disorganized, copy down the main points covered in the summary. It will help in revising your notes later. 

8. At the end of the lecture, ask questions about points you did not understand. 

9. Don't be in a rush. Be attentive, listen and take notes right up to the point at which the instructor dismisses you. If you are gathering together your personal belongings when you should be listening, you're bound to miss an important point--perhaps an announcement about the next exam! 

     AFTER THE LECTURE: 

1. Revise your notes as quickly as possible, preferably immediately after the lecture since at that time you willstill remember a good deal of the lecture. 

2. During the first review period after the lecture, coordinate reading and lecture notes. 

3.  Review your lecture notes AT LEAST ONCE A WEEK. Also, review the lecture notes before the next lecture. 

  TIPS ON TAKING NOTES

1. Collect notes for each course in one place, in a separate notebook or section of a notebook. 

2. Write notes on one side of the page only. 

3. Use a loose-leaf notebook rather than a notebook with a permanent binding. See the pattern of a lecture by spreading out the pages. 

4. Write name and date of the class on the first sheet for each lecture. 

5. Use 8 1/2 x 11 sheets of paper for your notes. This size will allow you to indent and see the structure of your notes. 

6. Do not perform manual activities which will detract from taking notes. Do not doodle or play with your pen. These activities break eye contact and concentration. 

7. Enter your notes legibly because it saves time. Make them clear. 

8. Use abbreviations. 

9. Box assignments and suggested books so you can identify them quickly. 

10. Mark ideas which the lecture emphasizes with an arrow or some special symbol. 

11. Pay close attention to transitional words, phrases, and sentence which signal the end of one idea and the beginning of another. Listen for words such as "therefore", "finally", and "furthermore." They usually signal an important idea. 

12. Take down examples and sketches which the lecturer presents. Indicate examples with "EX." 

13. Review your notes as soon as possible. Read through the notes and improve the organization if necessary. 

14. Listening and note taking are SKILLS. The more you practice these techniques, the more skilled you will become.

15. REALLY TRY TO USE AND IMPROVE THESE SKILLS. Soon you will be able to record the fastest lecturer to your satisfaction. 

  SIGNAL WORDS

  Your instructor is not going to send up a rocket when she states an important new idea or gives an example, but she will  use signals to telegraph what she is doing. Every good speaker does it, and you should expect to receive these signals. For example, she may introduce an example with "for example" as done here.

  Other common signals are: 

       "There are three reasons why...." (HERE THEY COME!) 

       "First...Second... Third...." (THERE THEY ARE!) 

       "And most important,...." (A MAIN IDEA!) 

       "A major development...." (A MAIN IDEA AGAIN!) 

  She may signal support material with: 

       "On the other hand...." 

       "On the contrary...." 

       "For example...." 

       "Similarly...." 

       "In contrast...." 

       "Also...." 

       "Further...." 

       "Furthermore...." 

       "As an example...." 

       "For instance...." 

  He may signal conclusion or summary with: 

       "Therefore...." 

       "In conclusion...." 

       "As a result...." 

       "Finally...." 

       "In summary...." 

       "From this we see...." 

  She may signal very loud with: 

       "Now this is important...." 

       "Remember that...." 

       "The important idea is that...." 

       "The basic concept here is...." 

 Signals are usually ignored by those of us who do not know how to listen effectively. Expect signals and be alert when you receive them. 

UNIT V

LEARNING TO READ ALL OVER AGAIN

APPROACHING PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SOURCES

When I was an undergraduate, I didn’t much like lecture classes. Listening to a lecture seemed to me an awfully inefficient way of getting the information I wanted. Just give me a book!  I’ll learn a lot more in an hour’s reading than I ever will listening to a lecturer.  Besides, even if the speaker is excellent (and most aren’t), it’s hard to listen to anyone talk more than 30 minutes or so without getting bored.


Now following the principle of “do unto others,” I probably shouldn’t base my classes so much on lectures.  The odd thing is that most of my students have exactly the reverse opinion.  They like the lecture format!  Many of them would prefer that everything was lecture-based and that they didn’t have to do any reading at all.


The problem is, I think, that many of my students don’t know how to read—or, rather, they don’t know how to read in the way appropriate to college level learning.  

Many students are left completely confused by primary source readings (like the readings from Descartes and Pascal that I assign in History 122).  Secondary sources likewise give them difficulty.  I am amazed at the number of students who never even look at the relevant pages in the Chodorow text—pages that I would have found more helpful than any lecture.


Fortunately, there are some fairly simple techniques for learning to handle college level material appropriately.  Here are a handout used at the University of Iowa for introducing students to college-level reading (reproduced with permission):

READING TO COMPREHEND AND LEARN 

           Reading A Paper or Chapter

PSQ5R is a formula that stands for the basic steps in learning from reading in an efficient manner. The P stands for Purpose, the S for Survey, the Q for Question, the 5 Rs for Read Selectively, Recite, Reduce-record, Reflect, and Review. 

1. Purpose

Why are you reading this article or chapter, and what do you want to get out of it?

When you have accomplished your purpose, stop reading. For instance, your purpose in seeking a number in the telephone book is specific and clear, and once you find the number, you stop "reading." Such "reading" is very rapid indeed, perhaps 100,000 words a minute! Perhaps it should be called by its proper name, "scanning", but when it suits your purpose, it is fast and efficient. This principle, of first establishing your purpose, whether to get the Focus or Theme, or main ideas, or main facts or figures, or evidence, arguments and examples, or relations, or methods, can prompt you to use a reading method that gets what you want in the minimum time. 

2. Survey-Skim

Glance over the main features of the piece, that is, the title, the headings, the lead and summary paragraphs, to get an overview of the piece, to find out what ideas, problems and questions are being discussed. In doing this you should find the Focus of the piece, that is, the central theme or subject, what it is all about; and perhaps the Perspective, that is, the approach or manner in which the author treats the theme.

This survey should be carried out in no more than a minute or two. 

3. Question

Compose questions that you aim to answer: 

1. What do I already know about this topic? - in other words, activate prior knowledge. 

2. Turn the first heading into a question, to which you will be seeking the answer when you read. For example: "What were 'the effects of the Hundred Years' War'?" - and you might add "on democracy, or on the economy"? Or "What is 'the impact of unions on wages'?" 

4. Read Selectively

Read to find the answers to your question. By reading the first sentence of each paragraph you may well get the answers. Sometimes the text will "list" the answers by saying "The first point.... Secondly...." and so on. And in some cases you may have to read each paragraph carefully just to understand the next one, and to find the Focus or main idea buried in it. In general, look for the ideas, information, evidence, etc., that will meet your purpose. 

5. Recite

Without looking at the book, recite the answers to the question, using your own words as much as possible. If you cannot do it reasonably well, look over that section again. 

6. Reduce-Record

Make a brief outline of the question and your answers. The answers should be in keywords or phrases, not long sentences. For example, "Effects of 100 Yrs' War?--consolidate Fr. King's power, Engl. off continent". Or, "Unions on Wages? -Uncertain, maybe 10-15%". 

7. Reflect

Recent work in cognitive psychology indicates that comprehension and retention are increased when you "elaborate" new information. This is to reflect on it, to turn it this way and that, to compare and make categories, to relate one part with another, to connect it with your other knowledge and personal experience, and in general to organize and reorganize it. This may be done in your mind's eye, and sometimes on paper. Sometimes you will at this point elaborate the outline of step 6, and perhaps reorganize it into a standard outline, a hierarchy, a table, a flow diagram, a map, or even a "doodle." Then you go through the same process, steps 3 to 7, with the next section, and so on. 

8. Review

Survey your "reduced" notes of the paper or chapter to see them as a whole. This may suggest some kind of overall organization that pulls it all together. Then recite, using the questions or other cues as starters or stimuli for recall. This latter kind of recitation can be carried out in a few minutes, and should be done every week or two with important material. 

Reading Books

In reading books, there are several stages to go through, and one must make a judgment at the end of each stage. The question to answer is "Have I gone far enough to achieve my purpose?" If you have, STOP. If not, go on. STEPS: 

Note who the author is, and the date of publication. Read preface and table of contents. Look at the diagrams and pictures. 

Skim read the first and last chapters. Frequently these are introductory and summary chapters, and may give you all the information you need.  Read the first and last chapters and skim the intervening chapters. This takes you into the book in greater depth, and allows you to decide which, if any, of the intervening chapters you should read. Read intervening chapters as demanded by your purpose. 

Go into the glossary, index, and appendices as needed. 

Skimming and selective reading are speedy and efficient techniques for getting what you need out of books and articles. Many students think it is cheating not to read every word in a book. Not so. You are cheating yourself when you waste time reading material not essential to your purpose.

UNIT VI
WRITING AN A-1, FIRST CLASS, EXCELLENT PAPER THAT YOUR PROFESSOR IS SURE TO LOVE

(OR AT LEAST ACCEPT)


The ability to express ideas clearly on paper is one of the most important attributes of the successful student.  Fortunately, it is a skill that, with a little effort, almost all students can acquire.  Following the suggestions I give you below will (at least most of the time) ensure you a decent grade on almost any paper you turn in.

1. Pay especially careful attention in class whenever a professor is explaining to you what he/she wants you to do on an essay assignment, and note exactly what the requirements are.  Don’t rely on your memory!  Also, be sure to read carefully any written instructions the professor gives you for the paper assignment.  Be sure to follow the professor’s guidelines regarding length, format, and (above all) topic choice.  There’s no quicker way to fail than to write a one page summary of the latest novel you’ve read when the professor has asked for five pages comparing the imagery used by Keats and Yeats—especially if you turn in the paper three weeks after the due date!

2. Begin research right away.  There’s nothing more frustrating that finding out the day before an assignment is dues that a book you need has been checked out by another student, or that the book store has sent back the text you didn’t buy because you didn’t think you would have to use it.

3. Jot down ideas for your paper as you read/do research.  Mark any passages that you think you may later cite in support of your thesis.  DON’T MARK LIBRARY BOOKS!!!! 

4. Be sure to have a thesis: some point you are trying to prove.  State this thesis clearly.  Usually, your thesis statement will be the last sentence of your first paragraph.

5. Now try “brainstorming,” i.e., jotting down a list of things you may want to include in your paper.

6.  If necessary, revise your thesis.

7. Outline your paper.

8. Write your paper.  Don’t worry if everything’s not perfect the first time.  You can always go back and revise.  And speaking of revision….

9. Don’t fall in love with your first draft.  First drafts never represent your best work.  If at first your paper doesn’t seem like “A” work, revise and revise again.  During the course of your revisions….

10. Make sure each paragraph of your paper contains a clear topic sentence.  Each topic sentence should relate to your general thesis.  Most often, the topic sentence will be the first sentence of the paragraph.

11. Make sure everything in each paragraph supports your topic sentence.  The fancy name for this is “coherence.”  If your professor tells you your paper lacks coherence, he/she means that the sentences/paragraphs are not properly joined together.

12. Proofread your paper carefully.  Errors in spelling and grammar make your work look second rate.  Take advantage of the spelling and grammar checkers in your word processing software.  Those in WordPerfect and Microsoft Word will catch almost all of your errors, and there’s really no excuse at all these days for turning in a paper with grammatical or spelling mistakes.  It is a good habit, by the way, to look at each highlighted mistake and be sure you know why your word processor tells you it’s a mistake.  

13. Always have someone else read your paper before you turn in the final draft.  It’s nice to get the opinion of someone who writes well, but anyone who can read can tell you if your ideas come across clearly or not.

14.  Professors are often willing to look over your work and discuss your paper with you before you turn in the final draft.  Make sure, however, that you’ve put some effort into the assignment yourself before seeing the professor.  It’s best to have at least a tentative thesis and an outline of what you intend to write before you talk with your professor.

15.  Be sure to avoid plagiarism, i.e., taking someone else’s ideas/words without giving them proper credit.  Remember that, even if you mention your source in your footnotes, you may still be plagiarizing.  The best way to handle secondary source material is to remember that, while you are usually not  an expert on the topic discussed by your sources, you can be an expert on what the author of the source says.  Suppose, for instance, that while doing a research paper on the Ante-Nicene church, you come across the following remark:

The Montanist eschatological position was almost the reverse of that of the Gnostics.  They were believers in the literal resurrection, believers in the millennium, and especially firm believers in prophecy and its fulfillment.

The proper way of using this idea in your own paper is to say something like this:

According to Art Marmorstein, Montanist eschatology was very different than that of the Gnostics.  He notes that, unlike the Gnostics, the Montanists believed in the resurrection, the millennium, and in the fulfillment of prophecy.

UNIT VII

SPITTING BACK WHAT THEY’VE SPIT AT YOU

STUDYING FOR EXAMS


In his Surely Your Joking, Professor Feynman, Richard Feynman describes his experiences in an undergraduate philosophy class, a class he found boring and incomprehensible.  The professor tended to mumble, and Feynman says that all he heard was “Uguwugah.  Uguwugah.  Uguwugha.”  Feynman spent his class time putting holes in his shoe with a small hand drill.  Then, one day, Feynman noticed that the other students were really excited about something.  What was it?  Well, it seems that the students were going to have to do a take-home essay exam.  On what?  Well, the on what the professor had been talking about all semester.  Panic time, yes?  But Feynman managed to save the situation, not only getting an “A” on the assignment, but having the pleasant surprise of listening to the professor read his essay to the class as an example of good student work.


Now there are going to be times in college where all you’ve been hearing is Uguwugah. Uguwugah. Uguwugah.  It may be the because of a mumbling professor.  It may because you don’t enough background to make sense of the lectures.  Or maybe you’re just overwhelmed with all the things that are being thrown at you at the same time.  


Now suppose you’re confronted with a situation like this—with a class that, at least some of the time, doesn’t make much sense to you.  What do you at exam time when you absolutely have to pull it all together, when you have absolutely have to make sense of a class?  


Here’s Ancient Art’s no-guarantee guide to doing your best on exams.

PART I—GENERAL ADVICE

1. Don’t panic—or, rather, use panic constructively.  Remember that nervousness/fear is God’s gift to you.  Whenever something is really important to us, adrenaline pours through our systems.  Used correctly, that nervous energy helps us to do our very best.  They say that the actor who doesn’t get opening night jitters is finished, because the loss of that nervous energy shows that he doesn’t care anymore.  The experienced actor knows how to turn nervous energy in a positive direction: his performance has stronger movements, more voice projection, and more power in general. The good student too knows how to channel nervous energy in a productive direction.

2. Know the exam format.  Most professors tell you ahead of time exactly the kind of exam to expect.  And it does make a difference!  Studying for an essay exam is very different from studying for a multiple choice or short answer test.  Your professor’s syllabus will usually be very helpful in telling you what kind of exam to expect.

3.  Know what content you have been expected to master for that exam.  If the professor has not made it clear, ask—particularly on final exams.  Some professors give comprehensive finals, including on the final material from all portions of the course.  Other professors only put on the final exam the material covered since the last major test.  Be sure to know which kind of exam to expect!  Many professors give study guides for the exam.  If so, be sure you can answer well all the study guide questions.

4. Know the professor.  Read the syllabus.  Listen carefully in class.  Most professors (even if they don’t give study guides) will give you all sorts of clues as to what’s going to be on the exam.  It often helps to talk to students who have taken previous classes from that professor.  Ask them what’s emphasized on the exams: book material, lecture material, both?  It’s also very helpful to talk to professors directly.  If you’ve questions on exam format, they may be wiling to let you see old exams—or even examples of what they consider good student work.  Almost all of them will give you helpful advice in studying for their exams.

5. Know yourself and your learning style.  Are you a visual learner?  Auditory?  Do you learn best from reading the text?  Adopt a study strategy that fits best your learning style.  If you’re a visual learner, you might find making diagrams and charts really helps.

6. Don’t wait until the last minute to study, but do study extra hard right before the exam.  Students who do nothing but last minute cramming tend not to do very well.  Students who don’t do any last minute cramming also tend not to do as well as they might.  The best strategy is to keep up with the course, doing the readings as they are assigned and reviewing daily the notes from that day.  Then, right before the exam, devote full attention to that particular class.

7. In approaching assigned readings, too, it’s best to use a combination of reading strategies.  Don’t just skim, but don’t just read carefully either.  In general, the best strategy is to skim through material quickly, then go back and read more carefully, and then skim the material again.

PART II—ESSAY EXAMS

In general, high school teachers don’t give essay exams, and, as a result, incoming freshmen frequently do badly the first time they take an essay exam—not because they don’t know the material, but because they don’t know how to demonstrate what they know.  Over and over again, I get freshman students who study and study—but still fail the first exam they take from me.  The good news is that most of them eventually learn how to go about writing in-class essays, and, by sophomore year, most students actually prefer essays to multiple-choice exams.

So what do you need to know in order to do well on an essay exam?  First of all, you need to know what a good essay is.  I tell students over and over again that a good essay consists of a series of good generalizations related to the exam question backed up with specific support from the lectures and the readings.  The basic steps in preparing such an essay include the following:

1. Read and understand the question.  If the professor provides a study guide, you can do this in advance.  Otherwise, take the first minute or two of the exam time to be sure you understand the question.

2. Pick out the key words/ideas in the exam question.  Refer to these words/ideas frequently and explicitly in your essay.

3. Write an outline of the main points you intend to cover in your essay.  If you have a study guide, prepare outlines in advance and be sure to learn the outlines.  If you don’t have a study guide, you can often guess what the essay questions will be anyway, and you can still prepare something of an outline in advance.

4. Write good topic sentences (main sentences) for every paragraph of your essay.  The topic sentences especially should refer back to the key words/ideas of the exam question.  For instance, if the professor asks you to discuss the causes of the French Revolution, one of your topic sentences might begin, “One cause of the French Revolution…”  If your professor asks what the Epic of Gilgamesh shows about the values and interests of the Mesopotamians, a topic sentence might begin, “The Epic of Gilgamesh shows that the people of Mesopotamia  cared a great deal about….”

5. Back up your topic sentences with specific details.  If your topic sentence is, “Washington was America’s most outstanding president,” be sure you can give a list of Washington’s achievements. It is, by the way, an enormously bad habit of many people today to make judgments (both positive and negative) without any real evidence.  There is a prevailing sentiment that all opinions are equally valid, and that facts are irrelevant.  This attitude can get you into an enormous trouble on an exam.  There are indeed quite often different opinions on academic issues, but, whatever side you take on a question, be sure to back it up with facts!

6. Never put all your information in one long paragraph.  Relatively short paragraphs (approximately the length of #5 above) are usually the best way to a good grade. 

7. Remember that professors do not always read your essays as carefully as they might.  Even when they do read carefully, they have often “graded” your essay by the time they’ve finished the opening few paragraphs.  This means that the opening words of your essay are particularly important.  Some students finesse this issue by copying the exam question at the start of their essays.  I don’t know if this influences professors or not, but copying a question does have the advantage of forcing a student to focus carefully on the question.  It also helps overcome the “writer’s block” that most of us have when staring at a blank page.

8. Be considerate of your professor.  Write in ink, not pencil (pencil is very hard on the eyes).  Blue ink is usually best, though black works.  Don’t use red or green. Don’t write in the margins.  

9. Having a sense of humor often helps. If you make a professor smile while grading your essay, you’ll often get a better grade—a rightfully so.  Being able to see the humor in a situation often reflects a higher level of understanding than just matter-of-fact recitation of details.  

10. Use appropriate academic diction.  You don’t have to sound like a stuffy professor, but you should usually avoid slang and almost always avoid profanity.  

PART III—MULTIPLE CHOICE EXAMS


If your professor gives multiple-choice exams, you’ll have to adopt a different study strategy than the above.  Essay exams require you to know the right answer to a question, while multiple-choice exams only ask that you recognize the right answer.  In general, professors who give essay exams want you to learn (and learn well) some overall, big ideas.  Professors who give multiple-choice exams want mastery of specific facts.


Most of your professors are themselves exceptionally good at taking multiple-choice type exams—but it’s enormously hard for us to teach students who aren’t already good at multiple-choice tests to improve their performance.  Here are, however, a few observations and suggestions:

1. Find out whether the professor prepares multiple-choice questions mostly from the textbook material, mostly from the lectures, or from both sources.

2. If there are a substantial number of textbook questions, look carefully at the study materials provided by the textbook company.  Quite often the company will provide practice drills that will give you a good feel for the tests.  The textbook itself will usually have some study hints, or (at least) it will highlight the important information.

3. Multiple-choice tests are often a gauge of how well you’ve done the assigned readings and retained the information.  Using the skim-read-skim system advocated above will help, but, to really do well, you need a skim-read-skim-read-skim-read system.  In other words, lots of time with the text!  By far the biggest reason Northern students fail multiple choice tests is that they haven’t done the reading.

4. Take the same approach to your lecture notes as to the textbook.  Skim-read-skim-read-skim read until you know your notes thoroughly.

5. Remember that multiple-choice tests tend to place a lot of emphasis on vocabulary.  Be sure you look up unfamiliar words and that you know well the specialized vocabulary appropriate to the discipline you are studying.  

6. Don’t agonize over questions when you aren’t certain of the answer. Skip the question temporarily and come back to it after you’ve done the questions your sure of.  Alternatively (and this may be the better strategy) mark a tentative answer before you go on to the other questions.  Your first impressions do have a tendency to be right.

7. Be alert to the possibility of multiple correct answers.  Students often get questions wrong because they see one correct answer and mark that—not being careful to see that the expected response is “all of the above” or “a. and c.”

Need more suggestions?  Here’s some material from the Center for Teaching Excellence (reproduced below with permission):

Taking Multiple Choice Exams 

Studying for a multiple choice exam requires a special method of preparation distinctly different from an essay exam. Multiple choice exams ask a student to recognize a correct answer among a set of options that include 3 or 4 wrong answers (called distractors ), rather than asking the student to produce a correct answer entirely from his/her own mind. 

For many reasons, students commonly consider multiple choice exams easier than essay exams. Perhaps the most obvious reasons are that: 

The correct answer is guaranteed to be among the possible responses. A student can score points with a lucky guess. Many multiple choice exams tend to emphasize basic definitions or simple comparisons, rather than asking students to analyze new information or apply theories to new situations.  Because multiple choice exams usually contain many more questions than essay exams, each question has a lower point value and thus offers less risk. 

Despite these factors, however, multiple choice exams can actually be very difficult and are in this course. Consider that: 

1. Because multiple choice exams contain many questions, they force students to be familiar with a much broader range of material than essay exams do. 

2. Multiple choice exams also usually expect students to have a greater familiarity with details such as specific dates, names, or vocabulary than most essay exams do. Students cannot easily "bluff" on a multiple choice exam. 

3. Finally, because it is much more difficult for a teacher to write good multiple choice questions than to design essay questions, students often face higher risks due to unintended ambiguity. 

To prepare for a multiple choice exam, consider the following steps: 

1. Begin studying early

2. Multiple choice exams tend to focus on details, and you cannot retain many details effectively in short-term memory. If you learn a little bit each day and allow plenty of time for repeated reviews, you will build a much more reliable long-term memory.

3. Make sure that you identify and understand thoroughly everything that your instructor emphasized in class.

4. Pay particular attention to fundamental terms and concepts that describe important events or features, or that tie related ideas and observations together. These are the items that most commonly appear on multiple choice exams. 

5. As you study your class notes and your assigned readings, make lists and tables.

6. Concentrate on understanding multi-step processes, and on ideas, events, or objects that form natural sequences or groupings. Look for similarities and differences that might be used to distinguish correct choices from distractors on an exam.

7. If your textbook highlights new vocabulary or key definitions, be sure that you understand them. Sometimes new words and concepts are collected at the end of a chapter. Check to be sure that you have not left any out by mistake. 

8. Do not simply memorize the book's definitions. Most instructors will rephrase things in their own words as they write exam questions, so you must be sure that you really know what the definitions mean.

9. Brainstorm possible questions with several other students who are also taking the course.

10. Practice on sample questions, if you have access to a study guide or old exams.

Answering Multiple Choice Questions

There are many strategies for maximizing your success on multiple choice exams. The best way to improve your chances, of course, is to study carefully before the exam. There is no good substitute for knowing the right answer. Even a well-prepared student can make silly mistakes on a multiple choice exam, however, or can fall prey to distractors that look very similar to the correct answer. 

Here are a few tips to help reduce these perils: 

1. Before you begin taking the exam, enter all pieces of required information on your answer sheet.  If you are so eager to start that you forget to enter your name and ID number, your results may never be scored. Remember: your instructor will not be able to identify you by handwriting or similar text clues. 

2. Always cover up the possible responses with a piece of paper or with your hand while you read the stem, or body of the question. 

3. Try to anticipate the correct response before you are distracted by seeing the options that your instructor has provided. Then, uncover the responses.  If you see the response that you anticipated, circle it and then check to be sure that none of the other responses is better. 

4. If you do not see a response that you expected, then consider some of the following strategies to eliminate responses that are probably wrong. 

          None of these strategies is infallible. A smart instructor will avoid writing questions for which these strategies work, but you can always hope for a lapse of attention. 

1. Responses that use absolute words, such as "always" or "never" are less likely to be correct than ones that use conditional words like "usually" or "probably."

2.  "Funny" responses are usually wrong. 

3. "All of the above" is often a correct response. If you can verify that more than one of the other responses is probably correct, then choose "all of the above."

4. "None of the above" is usually an incorrect response, but this is less reliable than the "all of the above" rule. Be very careful not to be trapped by double negatives.

5. Look for grammatical clues. If the stem ends with the indefinite article "an," for example, then the correct response probably begins with a vowel.

6. The longest response is often the correct one, because the instructor tends to load it with qualifying adjectives or phrases. 

7. Look for verbal associations. A response that repeats key words that are in the stem is likely to be correct.

8.  If all else fails, choose response (b) or (c). Many instructors subconsciously feel that the correct answer is "hidden" better if it is surrounded by distractors. Response (a) is usually least likely to be the correct one. 

9. If you cannot answer a question within a minute or less, skip it and plan to come back later. Transfer all responses to the answer sheet at the same time, once you have marked all questions on your exam. (If you try to do several things at once, you increase the probability of making a mistake. Saving the relatively mindless job of filling in bubbles until the last step reduces the probability of making silly errors.) 

10. Be sure that you have filled the appropriate bubbles carefully IN PENCIL.  Your instructor will probably never take a close look at your answer sheet, so if you fail to fill in bubbles completely or if you make stray marks, only the computer will notice, and you will be penalized. Erase any accidental marks completely. 

11. Take the time to check your work before you hand in the answer sheet.  Unlike an essay exam, on which you may later appeal a grade on the grounds that the instructor misunderstood your response, a multiple choice exam offers you no opportunity for "partial credit." If you filled the wrong bubble, your answer is 100% wrong. 

Source: Center for Teaching Excellence 

An example from Geography 111, Human Geography, on how to figure out the correct answer:

Question: On a world scale, livestock perform many functions. Identify the least important one.

Possible answers: A) draft power  B) milk and meat  C) manure  D) personal status  E) building materials

Determining the appropriate answer: If you are enrolled in Geography 111, Human Geography, you will have read a chapter about livestock in India which we also discussed for one class period. Answers A), B), and C) are obviously correct. You have reduced the five possible answers to two: D) or E). Even without knowing the correct answer, you can pick the correct answer. If livestock provide three -- A), B), and C -- important things, then livestock must also give the owners of livestock personal status (D). Now you are left with building materials (E) -- stuff used to construct shelter -- a rather limited use of livestock, given that trees, mud, and stones are far more effective ways of building shelter. The least important use of livestock is, therefore, building materials (E)! Congratulations, you have thought through the correct answer. 

An example from Geography 188, Cultural Landscapes, on how to figure out the correct answer:

Question: Institutions have geographical manifestations, which include all but one of the following: 

Possible answers: A) location  B) ecological  C) material structures  D) spatial patterns  E) social hierarchy.

Determining the appropriate answer: If you are enrolled in Geography 188, Cutural Landscapes, we discussed this material in class.  Geography is about space and the material content of places. Answers A) and D) are obviously correct. Material structures (C) are buildings, in contrast to non-material structures, such as "the law" or "the family," -- which means then that E) social hierarchy can't be correct. Furthermore, cultural landscapes include buildings and all structures, e.g., walls, fences, billboards, freeways. C) is, then, also correct. Places also include environmental elements of topography, climate, and vegetation. So, B) is also correct. Congratulations, you have thought through the correct answer.


And here’s some more information on essay exams from Gregory Wells, used with his permission:

TIPS ON WRITING THE ESSAY-TYPE EXAMINATION

The well-organized, neat-appearing individual will usually get the nod over another equally capable person who is disorganized and careless in appearance. Although other factors are involved, the analogy to examination writing is a skill. This skill can be improved by instruction. The student would be advised to follow certain steps in writing an essay exam.

1. SET UP A TIME SCHEDULE.

If six questions are to be answered in forty-five minutes, allow yourself only five minutes for each. When the time is up for one question, stop writing and begin the next one. There will be 15 minutes remaining when the last question is completed. The incomplete answers can be completed during the time. Six incomplete answers, by the way, will usually receive more credit than three completed ones. Of course, if one question is worth more points than the others you allow more time to write it.

2. READ THROUGH THE QUESTIONS ONCE.

Answers will come to mind immediately for some questions Write down key words, listings, etc. now when they're fresh in mind. Otherwise these ideas may be blocked (or be unavailable) when the time comes to write the later questions. This will reduce "clutching" or panic (Anxiety, actually fear which disrupts thoughts).

3. BEFORE ATTEMPTING TO ANSWER A QUESTION, LOOK AT THE DIRECTIVE WORDS.

Your instructor may give you specific directions how to write your answer. If he/she wants you to evaluate a philosophical theory, you won't get full credit if you describe just the theory. Make sure you know what you are being asked to do.

4. OUTLINE THE ANSWER BEFORE WRITING.

Whether the teacher realizes it or not, he/she is greatly influenced by the compactness and clarity of an organized answer. To begin writing in the hope that the right answer will somehow turn up is time consuming and usually futile. To know a little and to present that little well is, by and large, superior to knowing much and presenting it poorly--when judged by the grade it receives. Be sure to follow the directive words, and check your outline to see that it is logical.

5. TAKE TIME TO WRITE AN INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY.

The introduction will consist of the main point to be made; the summary is simply a paraphrasing of the introduction. A neat bundle with a beginning and ending is very satisfying to the reader. Be sure that your answer is direct and really answers the question.

6. TAKE TIME AT THE END TO REREAD THE PAPER.

When writing in haste we tend to: 

· Misspell words 

· Omit words or parts 

· Omit parts of questions 

· Misstate dates and figures (1353 written as 1953; $.60 as $60) 

7. QUALIFY ANSWERS WHEN IN DOUBT.

It is better to say "Toward the end of the 19th century" then to say "in 1894" when you can't remember whether it's 1884 or 1894, though approximate, may be incorrect, and will usually be marked accordingly. When possible, avoid very definite statements. A qualified statement connotes a philosophic attitude, the mark of an educated man. 

FOR *ESSAY* QUESTIONS

The following words are commonly found in essay test questions. Understanding them is essential to success on these kinds of questions. Study this sheet thoroughly. Know these words backwards and forwards. 

· ANALYZE: Break into separate parts and discuss, examine, or interpret each part. 

· COMPARE: Examine two or more things. Identify similarities and differences. Comparisons generally ask for similarities morethan differences. (See Contrast.) 

· CONTRAST: Show differences. Set in opposition. 

· CRITICIZE: Make judgements. Evaluate comparative worth. Criticism often involves analysis. 

· DEFINE: Give the meaning; usually a meaning specific to the course of subject. Determine the precise limits of the term to be defined. Explain the exact meaning. Definitions are usually short. 

· DESCRIBE: Give a detailed account. Make a picture with words. List characteristics, qualities and parts. 

· DISCUSS: Consider and debate or argue the pros and cons of an issue. Write about any conflict. Compare and contrast. 

· ENUMERATE: List several ideas, aspects, events, things, qualities, reasons, etc. 

· EVALUATE: Give your opinion or cite the opinion of an expert. Include evidence to support the evaluation. 

· ILLUSTRATE: Give concrete examples. Explain clearly by using comparisons or examples. 

· INTERPRET: Comment upon, give examples, describe relationships. Explain the meaning. Describe, then evaluate. 

· OUTLINE: Describe main ideas, characteristics, or events. (Does not necessarily mean *write a Roman numeral/letter outline*.) 

· PROVE: Support with facts (especially facts presented in class or in the test). 

· STATE: Explain precisely. 

· SUMMARIZE: Give a brief, condensed account. Include conclusions. Avoid unnecessary details. 

· TRACE: Show the order of events or progress of a subject or event.

If any of these terms is still unclear to you, go to your unabridged dictionary. Thorough knowledge of these words will enable you to give the teacher what she/he is requesting. 

Reproduced with the permission of Gregory Wells, Coordinator, William James Center, Davis and Elkins College, Elkins WV., NACADA Conf. 1987

UNIT VIII

LEARNING TO SURF WITHOUT A BOARD

A NO-GUARANTEE GUIDE TO INTERNET RESEARCH

When I was an undergraduate, one of the first things to be concerned about at a college or university was the size of the library. If a school’s library was inadequate, learning the kinds of things you were supposed to learn was going to be a lot more difficult.  

Today, this isn’t quite the case.  One still needs a good library, and it’s nice to be at a school with one of the great library connections.  But electronic information (particularly the he World Wide Web) is a great equalizer, giving even students at small colleges greater access to information that students twenty years ago had even if they went to a school with a million-volume collection.  Guess what?  When it comes to information, everybody’s got an ocean—across the USA.  And it seems like everybody’s going surfin’.

The problem is that, while we’ve got a sea of information, it is, in some ways, still an uncharted sea. The Internet isn't organized in any logical way, and, unless you know what you’re doing, you'll end up wasting a lot of time.  For that matter, even if you do know what they're doing, you could end up wasting a lot of time.

There is no "quality control," for Internet information, and much of what one finds may be outdated, inaccurate, or offensive. But these are small problems compared to what the Web has to offer. The Web makes many, if not most important non-copyrighted literary works available as electronic texts.  One can download everything from Jane Austen to Shakespeare and from the Bible to Diderot's encyclopedia.

The advantage to getting these texts via computer is that one then has a super index.  For instance, if you want to know what Voltaire thought about Diderot, you can find every mention of Diderot in Voltaire's works.  If you want to know what Plato had to say about love, you can find every mention of the word “love” in his dialogues.

The Web is also very good when it comes to getting a wide range of views on current events. Newspapers like the Boston Globe, the New York Times, and the Wall Street Journal have on-line editions.  It’s particularly great to be able to access over-seas newspapers and to see what other countries are saying about events in America.  There’s a good set of news source links on the AP wire.

Getting information from the newspaper links is particularly useful because there is at least a bit of quality control. One can have as much confidence in the Boston Globe’s on-line edition as one does in the newspaper itself.

The Web is also a very good way to obtain government information.  One can get the text of ballot initiatives from Maine to California, economic data from the Treasury Department, and demographic data from the Census Department

Unfortunately, the most “natural” ways of surfing of the Web aren’t the best for doing research.  If you try a search on Yahoo, Google, or Altavista, you’ll often get thousands of hits to sort through, most of them irrelevant.  Looking for accurate information on the history of Bangladesh?  You might find it somewhere on the Internet eventually, but you’d probably find it quicker by picking up a good encyclopedia. 


Surfing the Web unsystematically will often end up costing you many hours of research time, a real problem. But is there any alternative? The Web seems to be just random information.  There’s no Library of Congress or Dewey Decimal system to tell you where to look, and no friendly reference librarian either (well, actually there is, but more on this later). 

Often, the Web can give you something of the feel of a garage sale. There may be some great stuff out there, but if you’re looking for some particular thing, it’s just a frustrating waste of time.  However, there are some tricks that might help you find at least fairly quickly the particular needle you’re looking for in the gigantic haystack that makes up the Web. Some suggestions:

1. Get to know several good search engines. Yahoo and Google (the most commonly used search engines) are good, but, for some types of material, other search engines work better. It’s worth experimenting with some of the multi-search engines as well (e.g., Metacrawler). 

2. Read the instructions for the search engine you use.  Most search engines follow pretty much the same conventions. For instance, placing a phrase in quotation marks usually causes the search engine to look for words in close proximity.  Capitalizing usually causes the engine to treat adjacent words as a full name.  Placing a "+" before the term means the term must be included for a source will be listed among the results.  However, most search engines have something unique about them that makes them particularly effective for a certain type of search.  It’s worth taking the time to learn those special features.

3. Maintain an organized set of bookmarks. When you find a web site you might want to come back to another time, it’s a good idea to save its location as a “bookmark.”  The problem is, that after you’ve surfed the Web for week or two, you’ll probably find your bookmark list too cumbersome to use easily.  The best way to remedy this is to keep your bookmarks organized.  Use the edit function to create categories for your bookmarks.  Sort through your bookmarks from time to time and remove dead links.

4. Take advantage of other people’s lists of links.  You can be sure that, whatever your main field of interest, someone on the Web has spent hours putting together a good collection of links and making them available on the Web.  There’s no sense reinventing the wheel: take advantage of their efforts (and drop them a note thanking them for the hours they’ve saved you).

5. If you’re trying to do historical research, you might start with the well-organized set of history links in Resources for Historians(http://kuhttp.cc.ukans.edu/history). Also very useful are the links listed on UC Riverside's History Department Home Page. In addition, you can find a collection of links on my home page(www.northern.edu/marmorsa). This site is badly organized and incomplete, but it’s the only place you can get the complete texts of “Love, Sex, and the Fragile Egos of Men,” and “Men, Women, and Other Mythological Creatures.”

6. Save the text in the right form.  The default mode is best if you want to bring up graphics, but if you want text you can work with in Word Perfect or if you want to transmit the text via e-mail, switching to "plain text" often works better.

7. Don’t automatically print out all the information you find. It's often much more convenient to keep the information in electronic format where it can be manipulated easily.

8. Avoid peak time.  Internet searches tend to go much faster in the early morning, late evening, or weekends.

9. Learn your navigator’s features.  The mysterious buttons on the tool bar often give you access to magical shortcuts. Using the “go” feature in Netscape, for instance, is often much quicker than using the back and forward keys.

10. If you have a slow Internet connection, turn off automatic image loading when searching.  Many sites are hard to access because of needless fancy graphics added to them.  Using the “options” feature to turn off automatic image loading will make your search much, much quicker.  Unfortunately, you’ll sometimes run into sites where you need the needs the images to navigate.  A click on the “images” button will let you see the images on that page without your having to re-do your options and reload the page.


Now even if you do all these things, you’re searches are not likely to be very efficient, and you’ll still find yourself facing a sea of disorganized information. So where can one go for help? Who can help bring order to the sea of information chaos?  Well, naturally enough, we turn to the traditional defenders of truth, justice, and the American way (or, at least, of the truth): our librarians.  


For thousands of years, librarians have sought to bring order to information chaos, helping people find the specific things they need amidst an otherwise-overwhelming sea of information and misinformation. Libraries and librarians are still the best place to turn for help in finding the information you want.


The staff of Northern’s Williams Library are particularly good at helping students figure out how to us both conventional and electronic sources efficiently. A visit to the Williams library Web site(http://lib.northern.edu/) is time very well spent. If you haven’t already done so, skim through the “Information Literacy Tutorial” on the Williams library page.

UNIT IX

YOU CAN GET IT FOR YOU WHOLESALE

STAYING OUT OF FINANCIAL TROUBLE

The Lumina Foundation recently released a study claiming that skyrocketing education costs have put public higher education out of reach for low-income students. This is simply not true.  

While the “sticker price” of a four-year education is far higher than it used to be, and while the price of college costs continue to rise more quickly than inflation, financial aid money has increased rapidly as well. Low and moderate income students who take advantage of the assistance available should have no difficulty affording four years of college, and a student who is willing to live frugally can often pay for his/her education without taking out a dime in student loans.

A student at Northern (or any of its sister institutions in South Dakota) needs about $7100 per year for “the basics”—tuition, fees, books, and room and board.  That sounds expensive: but the actual cost to the student is far less.

Truly needy students can count on receiving the maximum Pell Grant award of  $3750 and an SEOG grant of around $600.  They also can count on ten hours a week of work-study money: enough to provide an additional $1800 over the course of the school year. 

Students with somewhat higher family incomes might receive less in grant aid, but most South Dakota students receive at least some PELL and SEOG assistance.  Other programs (e.g., the Hope scholarship tax write-off) help make it possible for a moderate-income student to pay for his/her education—and often without loans. So why is that students so often end up deeply in debt and unable to finance their education?  Too often, it’s because they simply don’t know how the financial aid system works. To remedy this, here’s an abbreviated version of Dr. Art’s no-guarantee guide to financing college:

1. Be sure to fill out the FAFSA, the Free Application for Federal Student Aid. Without the FAFSA, most student aid money disappears completely.  The FAFSA generally takes only half-an-hour or so to complete.  Be sure to have copies of your Federal Income Tax return (1040, 1040A, 1040EZ) and your parents income tax return handy when you complete the FAFSA.

2. Be sure to apply early for financial aid. A student who completes the application process before the priority date (March 1 for NSU) has a much better chance of getting an attractive financial aid offer.  The FAFSA cannot be completed prior to January 1st, and most people can’t complete their income tax returns until late January.  The best plan is to complete both your income tax forms and your FAFSA in early February.

3. Be sure to apply both for scholarships and for financial aid.  Two separate applications are necessary.  Generally, scholarship money for Sophomore, Junior, and Senior students is allocated by individual departments, and tends to be awarded to the students who have the best GPA’s.  It is very important to be registered as a major in the department you hope will give you a scholarship.  Students with double majors are usually considered for scholarships in both of their specialty areas.

4. Apply for financial aid even if you don’t think you’re eligible. Many students are pleasantly surprised (though some are disappointed as well).

5. If at first you don’t succeed, apply, apply again. Being turned down your freshman year doesn’t mean you won’t ever receive aid, and even a slight change in family circumstances may make a big difference.

6. Choose a work-study job over other employment whenever possible. Work-study income is not counted against your financial aid eligibility; other income is.  Also, work-study income isn’t taxed at as high a rate as other income.  Furthermore, work-study jobs tend to be far more compatible with scholastic success than other jobs. Your work-study job can often be connected to your academic interests.  Also, work-study hours can generally be arranged to fit your academic schedule.

7. Don’t try to pay for college by working forty hours a week during the school year. The first $2250 of a student’s non-work study income isn’t counted against financial aid eligibility.  Earn more than this, however, and you lose 50 cents in financial aid eligibility for every dollar you make. Yes, it’s unfair, and, yes, it penalizes hard work: but that’s the way the federal government functions.

8. If you ever find your college work falling below par because of work commitments, cut back on your hours or quit your job altogether.  Every credit you take represents an investment of approximately $200 in tuition, fees, books, and living expenses. Dropping a 3 credit course is like throwing away $600 dollars.

9. If you plan on transferring to another school, apply to at least four different colleges (public and private) and compare the bottom line (what you actually halve to pay after all grants and scholarships are figures in) before making your choice of school.  Getting an attractive financial aid package is partly a matter of luck, and you can improve your odds of getting an affordable education by applying to several different schools.

10. And speaking of transferring—don’t. General education classes at Northern are good as any (any better than some), and most of Northern’s programs are as good as you’re likely to find—particularly in history and English.  It’s generally a financial mistake to change schools.  If you want a change of scenery, the best bet is to take advantage of one of the student exchange programs.  You can spend a semester or a year in another country or at colleges anywhere in this country while paying South Dakota rates for tuition: generally, an enormous bargain.

11. Take advantage of your high school preparation in order to earn “cheap” credits. In any subject you know particularly well, you can demonstrate your proficiency in a subject by taking either an AP exam or a CLEP exam. While many high schools prepare their advanced students specifically for the AP tests, the CLEP exam is just as good and has some advantages. It’s relatively inexpensive ($56.00 per exam), can be scheduled at a student’s convenience (just call NSU’s student services center), and you get your results almost immediately.  Students can earn up to year of college credit on the exams—and save a year’s worth of expenses.

12. Another way to get cheap credits involves foreign language study.  If you took two years of a high school foreign language, for instance, you are often proficient enough to skip a college’s introductory language courses and move right to the intermediate level.    The advantage here is that we will give your credit for the courses skipped.  If you pass German 201, for instance, you’ll get credit also for German 101 and 102.  Getting those eight credit hours on your transcript puts you half-a-semester closer to your degree and saves you hundreds of dollars in tuition and other expenses.

13. If you’re really struggling financially, consider working full time and going to school part-time.  Many businesses (including Cendant and St. Luke’s ) offer tuition assistance/reimbursement to  their employees.  A student who can’t otherwise afford college can always work part-time toward a degree–and there’s nothing like real-world employment to make you value and get the most out of a college education.

14. Another good way to stay afloat financially is to combine your education with service to your country. The G.I. Bill was the Federal governments first and most justified attempt to make possible a college education to those who could not otherwise afford it. Today, too, those who serve their country in the military are compensated in part by extra educational opportunities. The military provides education benefits for reservists and regular military as well as veterans.

UNIT X

HOW TO SLAY A DRAGON—

OR AT LEAST KEEP FROM GETTING TOASTED

DEALING WITH PROFESSORS AND OTHER HAZARDS


Dealing with college professors can be intimidating, and it is a rare freshman who, in their first weeks of classes, can visit a professor’s office or ask questions of a professor without some trepidation.  It’s especially difficult to talk to a professor when you haven’t done well on an assignment, and some students can’t get through the experience without tears. But, though it may sometimes be difficult, learning to interact with professors both in and outside the classroom is a vital college skill, a key part of college success.


The first thing to know about professors is that we want you to succeed.  The second is that there are some kinds of students we tend to favor.


We favor students whose political, cultural, and economic beliefs are like our own because so much of what they say has to us the ring of truth. 


We favor students whose political, cultural, and economic beliefs are unlike our own because their challenges to our ideas keep academic life fresh and exciting. 


We favor nontraditional students because we have so much in common with them, and because they bring with them memories of our shared past.


We favor our traditional students because they are so like our own sons and daughters, and because they are our great hope of touching the future.


We favor our female students because we wish them well in a world where conflict over the proper roles of the sexes has made it so difficult for them to know what kind of choices to make.


We favor our male students because we wish them well in a world where conflict over the proper roles of the sexes has made it so difficult for them to know what kind of choices to make.


We favor our foreign students.  We favor our American students.  We favor our Christian students.  We favor our Islamic students.  We favor our Black students, our white students, our Native American students, our Hispanic students, and—well, not quite all our students.  There are some students we tend not to favor, and some that we really don’t favor at all.


How so? 


While most professors tend to like and even to love their students, there are other things they like and love as well: their academic disciplines, the life of the academy in general, the love of learning, and the love of truth.  And most of us are attempting to play a kind of matchmaker role.  We are hoping you also will fall in love, not necessarily with our disciplines and with the life of the academy, but at least with learning and truth. And those students that show indifference or hostility to learning and truth and/or to the standards proper to the academic environment run a great risk of alienating their professors.  No, we definitely do not favor those students.


So how do you show that you are one of the students that should be favored, that you are not among those who are thoughtlessly indifferent to the academy and to the professor’s chosen discipline?  Here are a few suggestions:

1. Show up for class.  Not showing up sends a very negative message about your attitude.  

2. Don’t talk to other students while the professor is lecturing.  It used to be proper student etiquette to quit talking as soon as the professor walked into the room.  That’s going a bit far, but it is still good manners to drop your conversations completely when the professor speaks. Don’t make a professor have to ask specifically ask for your attention and don’t ever make a professor have to stop lecture to deal with a distraction you are creating.

3. Do ask questions.  Most professors find student questions immensely helpful, and they’ll tend to appreciate students willing to ask them.

4. Avoid diction inappropriate to the academic environment.  Remember that “vulgar” means “common, uneducated.”  Using vulgarities (especially in writing) creates the impression that you’re not a very good student.

5. Remain attentive until the professor finishes class.  Professors (and other students) find it very disturbing when a student starts putting his/her notes and books away before class is over—especially if they have spent 49 minutes building their lecture toward its exciting climax only to have their dramatic point spoiled by student rudeness.

6. When convenient, take multiple classes from a professor.  Professors regard it as a compliment when you take a second class from them, and, if you like them, they’ll like you.  More important, the more courses you take from a professor, the easier they get.  Familiarity with the professor’s teaching style and testing style can be a great advantage.

7. Appearance sometimes counts.  When I was in high school, I carried a briefcase and almost always wore a tie.  Much as I hate to admit it, my good grades (I was the class valedictorian) were in part the result of my creating a good impression: I looked like the studious type, and my teachers assumed I was.

Now I long ago gave up the “dress for success” strategy, and, as you probably notice, I’m casual to the point of being sloppy.  I suspect, however, that there might still be some advantage for students in being a bit more conscientious about their appearance than I am.  

Would wearing business attire would help your grades?  It’s certainly possible.  It’s also possible that some style choices have a potentially negative effect. I’d think twice before adopting the nose rings, tongue rings, eyebrow rings, and tattoos that are so popular with many of your peers.

The best strategy, I think, is to avoid the extremes.  Dressing much more formally than your peers might be socially isolating, and you probably want to avoid that.  But in trying to make a positive impression on your professors, you probably want to stay on the conservative side of contemporary fashion.

Marmorstein giving fashion advice?  Pretty strange, I’ll admit, and I’m not at all sure what I say above will be of much help at all.  But as to the next two items, I can speak with confidence.  These are important!    

8. Never cheat.  Academic dishonesty comes close to being the unpardonable sin as far as professors are concerned, and most professors won’t give you second chances.  Get caught cheating and you fail.

9. Laugh at your professors’ jokes.  Believe it or not, laughter is an important learning tool.  Psychological studies show that humor has a positive impact on student learning, and students can do themselves a favor by encouraging their professors’ use of humor with their laughter—even if the attempts are kind of feeble.  

Now there are, I admit, some jokes that are almost impossible to find funny—particularly the jokes I tell.  And you have my permission not laugh at the following which is, in my brother’s words, “like a joke, only not funny.”

There’s a fire on the NSU campus, and it’s your job to figure out who started it.  The rumors start coming in.  “A boring old English professor started the fire.”  “An interesting history professor started the fire.”  “A dragon started the fire.”  What do you conclude from all this?  Who started the fire? The boring old English professor.  How do you know?  Because there’s no such thing as a dragon or an interesting history professor.   

Not very funny, I know, particularly because there is something logically wrong with the joke.   I said there was such thing as a dragon or an interesting history professor, and this simply is not true.  “You’re telling us there’s such a thing as an interesting history professor?”  No.  Not at all.  I’m telling you that there is a dragon. Right here on the NSU campus.  A real dragon.  

Don’t believe me?  Then why is it that so many of our students disappear?  Only 40% of those who start college this year will have their degrees within five years.  Sixty percent of your classmates will disappear before graduation day—and, at schools all over the country, pretty much the same thing is happening.  Only 40% of freshmen go on to finish their degrees. 

Why?  We’re doing our best to keep students around, and so are most of the other higher education institutions. We provide tutoring, financial aid, counseling—everything we can to make students successful.  And still they disappear.  And it seems to me that, in many instances, there’s only one explanation: the dragon got them.

Now, unfortunately, I’m not allowed to tell you much about the dragon, and certainly not what I tell my own children as they head off to college. With them, I can talk about what Bible (and particularly Revelation 12) has to say.  Well, I can’t really include Bible analysis here.  However, I can at least tell you the story of St. George and the Dragon.

In the days Roman Empire, there was a town along the northern coast of Africa.  The town was beautiful, prosperous, and happy—until the day the dragon showed up.  The dragon caused great devastation, but the people soon found that they could make a kind of truce with the dragon.  If every night they left out a sheep, the dragon would take it and lave them alone.  Unfortunately, the town eventually ran out of sheep.  Well, the dragon could still be placated.  Leave out a child, and the dragon would devour it and leave the rest of them alone.  But whose children would be sent to the dragon?  It was decided by lot: on whatever child the lot fell, that child was sent to the dragon.  One by one, the children of the town were devoured.   And then one day the lot fell on the king’s daughter, a beautiful princess.  She, too, was left for the dragon.  But this time, a difference.  Just as the dragon was about to devour her, St. George rode up on his white horse.  George killed the dragon, converted the town to Christianity, and, eventually, married the princess.

Now this is just a story—but it is (as they say) a just story, a story that teaches some fundamental truths. Most people confronted by a dragon try a compromise solution. They offer up a sheep here and a sheep there, trying to live at peace.  The problem is, that, once one makes these kinds of compromises, the dragon will take more and more, until, finally, the dragon will want that which is most precious to you—and you’ll find yourself unable to protect even that.


The last bit of advice I have for you is to remember that, when you step onto a university campus, you are stepping on onto an intellectual (and sometimes spiritual) battleground—fighting against some pretty fierce dragons.  Sometimes the battle against the dragon is fought in the classroom, but, quite often, the battle is being waged within your own heart.  And, as with all battles, the most dangerous time is when you go into retreat mode.  So don’t retreat.  It’s almost always best to hold your ground and to stick firmly to what you know is right.  And if you need to, call in the reinforcements.  Maybe you won’t find a St. George, but there are plenty of people on this campus who are ready to help.  And who knows?  The guy on the white horse might come riding up just when you need him the most.


Well, that’s about as much as I can say without really getting into trouble. Good luck throughout your college careers.    And watch out for those dragons.  
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