HOW TO IMPROVE STUDY BEHAVIORS

A Comprehensive Program Based on Current Psychological Research

WHEN AND WHERE TO STUDY:

Cued Behaviors: 

In determining when and where you should study, you should first learn about cued behaviors.  When a certain behavior is continually performed at a particular place, the behavior becomes associated with this place and it is more likely to occur when you are at that place or a very similar place.  For example, most people find that sitting at the dinner table is a very strong “cue” for eating.  This place (the dinner table) cues a behavior (hunger and eating).  Time can also be a cue.  Many people are not hungry until they notice lunch time is near and then they become very hungry.  In this instance, the time (lunch time) has become associated with performing the behavior (eating).  In order to improve your study habits , it is very important that you set up cues which will not only help you start studying, but will also lead to your studying better.

Where to Study:

Let’s first discuss finding a place to study.  When finding a place to cue your studying, consider these things:

Find a study place that is not cued to any other behaviors.  For example, your bed is a strong cue for sleep.  If you try to study in bed one of two things may happen; you will either fall asleep while studying or the bed will become a different cue (i.e. for studying) and you may study very well in bed but find it hard to sleep at night.  Therefore, the important rule here is to find a place to study that is only for studying and not for any other activity.

Use many cues.  The more cues you have to help you, the better you will study.  Many people find it important to have the same lights on when they study, the same chair in which they study, etc. 

Find a place that is quiet.  Although many people study while the stereo is on, this in not a good environment for studying.  Research on how you process information indicates that you can process only one modality such as listening or reading at a time.  Thus, although music may be enjoyable, remember that you want to study, not listen to music.  Music tends to cue other behaviors such as partying, relaxing, etc.

If you find your mind wandering at your studying place, leave your area for approximately 10- minutes.  Remember that you are trying to cue this place only to good studying and not to daydreaming.

In summary, if you continually work on developing one location which will “cue” good studying, you will find it easier to both begin studying and to study properly.

When to Study:

As described above, just as the place you study can act as a cue, so can the time.  Here are some things you should consider about developing good cues as to when to study:

Cues should be consistent.  Train yourself to study at the same time each day.  When determining the best time to study, consider some physiological factors.  First of all, your brain needs oxygen to function properly.  Certain things can rob your brain of the oxygen it needs.  Everyone has experienced the tired feeling you get after eating a large meal.  This fatigue is due in part to the stomach’s need for oxygen to digest food.  Oxygen is thus routed from other organs (i.e. the brain) to the digestive system after meals.  Therefore, you should not try to study soon after eating and you shouldn’t eat while studying.

Consider the length of time you will study.  Research shows that after a period of time studying, your brain becomes less efficient at processing information (storing information)  Research shows that it is best to study for a short period of time (approximately 1 hour) then take approximately a ten to fifteen minute break (the reason for this will be described  below).  During your break, leave your study area.  Remember, this area should be cued only to studying.  Repeat this process two or three times.  Therefore, you should study a maximum of two or three hours at night.  More than three hours leads to less efficient studying with breaks taken or not.

Consider how often you should study.  You can see from the above discussion that cramming doesn’t work.  Research shows that studied material is retained best if you study at regular intervals and often.  Such a schedule will not only eliminate the need to “cram” for a test, but as research has shown, you will actually spend less total time studying and retain more information.  An additional benefit of this schedule is that you will also strengthen the cues of your study place.

Consider what you should do during breaks and after you have finished studying.  Research indicates that just as you stomach must digest food after eating so too must your brain “digest” information after studying.  Your brain does this by rehearsing the information until it is consolidated (stored) in the memory.  Although there are arguments about how long this process takes, most literature indicates that it takes from ten to twenty minutes for this consolidation of information into memory to occur.  This consolidation is not always automatic and it can be disturbed if you try to do other tasks while this process is taking place.  Don’t quit studying and instantly turn on loud music while this process is taking place or run out to a party, this hampers the consolidation process.  Therefore during your breaks and after studying, try to find a quiet place for 10-20 minutes to“digest” what you have studied.  You can enhance this process by actively thinking about and rehearsing the information you have just studied.

OTHER METHODS TO IMPROVE STUDYING:

Reinforcement:

Before we talk about other methods to improve your studying we must first describe positive reinforcement and punishment.  You can increase the likelihood of a behavior happening you “reward” (positively reinforce) that behavior or you can decrease the likelihood of a behavior happening if you punish it.  For example, if every time you went over to a friend’s house he took you out and bought you beers, you would probably go over to that friend’s house very often.  Punishment works opposite that of positive reinforcers in that if a behavior is followed by punishment it will probably decrease in frequency.  For example, if you receive punishment (ex. getting yelled at) every time you performed a certain behavior (going to a friend’s house), you are less likely to do that behavior in the future.  As the examples above show, positive reinforcers or punishments can consist of either tangible things such as a beer (a reward) or spankings (a punishment), or such things as praise (a reward) or criticism (a punishment) given by others or yourself.  An important component of either positive reinforcement or punishment is that the sooner they happen after the particular behavior, the more impact they will have on whether that behavior increases or decreases.

Positive reinforcement and punishment can affect study habits by either developing good habits through rewards or ruining good habits through punishment.  Let’s see how this can happen and spell out some guidelines on how to develop and maintain good study habits:

If you want to develop good study habits and enjoy studying more, you should reinforce your studying.  You can do this in a number of ways.  First of all you should try to reinforce good study habits immediately after they occur.  As explained above, this associates the reinforcement more powerfully with the behavior, thus increasing the chance that you repeat the behavior.  Therefore, a good time to reinforce studying is during your breaks and/or immediately after studying.  For example, if you enjoy soda have a soda during your breaks and/or right after studying.  Cola drinks are especially good reinforcers since the caffeine in them enhances attention span and concentration.  Use whatever reinforcer you really enjoy such as a cigarette, a walk, etc.   Do not use food as noted above or alcohol as described below.

You should reinforce good study habits which have led to good performance on tests.  Tests, besides measuring our retention of material, also can be used to reinforce the work we put into getting a good grade.  The problem with tests as reinforcers is that by the time you get a grade back as a reinforcer, the grade is too far removed from the studying required to get the grade to really reinforce the behavior (Remember, reinforcers right after behaviors are best ).  To get around this, try to honestly estimate how you did on the test or talk to people after the test to evaluate how you did.  If you did well, and you had studied well, reward yourself.

Don’t punish yourself for studying.  As mentioned above, a good way to remove a habit or behavior is to punish it.  Many times people do this with studying.  For example, let’s say you have been invited to a party but, because you have not studied a little each night as spelled out above, you make yourself stay home and study.  What you are actually doing is punishing the habit of studying.  As an alternative, try to anticipate in advance these situations and arrange your schedule so you can still have fun without punishing yourself.  Another thing that people do is tell themselves that they aren’t going to a party because they have to study, but the night of the party they say “screw it” and go anyway.  Since a party usually reinforcing, this action reinforces the act of quitting studying.  Remember, plan around such situations and don’t fool yourself if you suspect that you will go to the party.  You will only be destroying good study habits that can be worse than not studying at all.

STATE DEPENDENT LEARNING:

This fancy title simply means that people can recall information better where they initially learned it.  For example, one psychology study showed that people who studied pairs of words underwater could recall more words days later when they were underwater than when they were on land.  Let’s see how state dependent learning can improve our studying.

If you have a hard time recalling studied information during a test, try to study using the same cues that will be present during the test.  One procedure to achieve this could be reviewing your notes a day or so before the test in the same room in which you will have the test.  In this way the whole atmosphere of the room becomes associated with the material and will “cue” the material during the test.  Doing this a day or so before the test is more effective than doing it right before the exam.  Immediately before exams your adrenaline is flowing and concentrating is more difficult.  Although reviewing in the classroom may not always be necessary, it does help some people.

State dependent learning suggests that you should always sit in the same seat in a classroom during lectures and tests.  Your seat may provide just enough cues to help you visualize the professor presenting the material on which you are being tested.  Also, as mentioned previously, your seat can act as a cue to listen attentively to each lecture.

Just as you can use concrete cues to recall information you can also use “thinking cues”.  For example, if you can’t recall some studied material on the test, try visualizing yourself at your study place studying that material.  Many times this visualization will cue the material.

It is very important that you don’t use drugs (alcohol, marijuana, etc.) before or while studying.  Studies on drugs indicate that they are very strong cues to state dependent learning.  You have probably experienced this affect before.  The day after drinking you may have difficulty recalling what you said to a person the night before.  The next time you are drinking however, you may recall the whole conversation when you see the person.  Since drinking will impair your performance on tests for this and other reasons, (it affects certain kinds of memory), don’t drink while studying.

SELF-MONITORING:

Self-monitoring simply means keeping track of how much time you spend studying.  Research shows that if you measure the amount of time you study, you will not only know how long you study but, you will also be more effective in planning your studying.  Also, many times monitoring will actually improve your study habits.  Now we will review methods of self-monitoring.

Before monitoring the amount of time you study, you should first have a plan.  Depending on your workload, schedule each week’s study time in advance.  This can easily be done in free time on Sunday afternoon.  Although it is important to schedule enough time to study, be realistic.  Don’t schedule too much time for studying or plan to study when desired activities are scheduled.

Record your performance.  It is important that you know your schedule every day and follow it.  Put your schedule in a place where you can see it.  When you have followed it for a day mark a “+” next to that day’s schedule.  If you did not adhere to the schedule, put a “-“ sign.

You can use these checkmarks as a guide to positive reinforcers.  If you have all pluses for the week, you might buy an album or some other suitable reward for yourself.  You can develop different reward methods.  You might award yourself 1 point for every time you make a “+” but lose 2 points when you mark a “-“.  Set a goal such as 20 points and reward yourself after achieving this goal.

COGNITIVE FACTORS IN STUDYING:

“Cognitive factors” simply means that what you think can affect what you do.  If you think you will hate some task, you probably will.  Many of us have learned to think that we hate studying.  Let’s see how we can use thoughts to improve studying.

If you have trouble studying it could be because you continually say to yourself that you don’t like it or that it won’t help.  If, you are saying statements like these to yourself, you must change to a positive “self-talk” to make studying more enjoyable and productive.  To do this, first “listen” to the thoughts you have before studying.  If they are negative, write them down.  Your task is now to change these thoughts to more positive “self-talk” to make studying more enjoyable and productive.  List positive statements to replace your negative thoughts such as,, “I know that if I study, I will probably do better on this test”, “Studying is not a waste of time and I should begin now.”  Before you begin studying,, notice what you are thinking.  If you are thinking negatively, quickly substitute your positive thoughts.  By doing so, you will begin studying more easily and efficiently.

As described above, just as reinforcers often can be tangible objects, they can also be “cognitive” or thoughts.  Use positive thoughts to reward yourself for good studying.  If you don’t have the money to buy yourself a reinforcer, tell yourself, “I did a good job.”  This type of reinforcer is particularly useful right after you have held to your study schedule for a particular day.

As noted, your thoughts can affect your actions.  Many people go into a test believing they will do badly, and they do!  Just as you changed your negative thoughts before studying each day, change your thoughts before each test.  Instead of saying “I know I am going to fail” say, “I know I am going to succeed.”  You will be surprised at the beneficial results.

HOW TO IMPROVE READING SKILLS

            Now we will discuss how to study textbooks more efficiently.   Psychologists have intensively studied reading skills.  We will teach you a very effective technique called the “SQ3R Method.”  Basically, this system consists of 5 steps: Survey, Question, Read, Recite, and Review.

SURVEY:
Survey before beginning to read a chapter.  First look over the chapter headings.  These headings, although usually ignored, are important to understanding the chapter since they very quickly outline what is in the chapter.  By surveying the headings, you will begin to formulate an idea of what will be in the chapter.  Although this may not seem important, it is very important that your brain have an organizational method of storing the information so that you can recall it later.  If you just begin reading, your brain won’t know how to organize the material, thus, you will remember less.

QUESTION:

At the end of many chapters you will find questions about the material.  Read over these questions before you start to read so that you know what will be the important points in the chapter.  These questions usually point out important points in the chapter from which an instructor will construct test questions.  Also, after looking at the headings, generate questions of your own and read to answer these questions.  This will also help you maintain interest while reading.

 READ:

Now read the chapter carefully and read to answer your questions.  Constantly remember that you are reading to remember.  If you can’t remember anything, leave your study area for a short time since you are not concentrating.  When rested, return for a fresh start.

When reading include everything in the text – tables, charts, graphs, etc.  Pay special attention to the first and last sentences of each paragraph.  The first or last sentence of a paragraph contains the main point of that paragraph.

While discussing reading we must mention “highlighting.”  Most people either highlight too much, not enough, or highlight trivial things.  Should you commit these errors, try highlighting the material after you are finished with reading a section.  Also, remember to highlight main points of important paragraphs (i.e. first or last sentence) and information, which will answer the questions at the end of the chapter and those you have generated yourself.  If you read carefully and highlight properly, you should only have to review your highlights before a test.

RECITE:

While reading you should periodically stop and see if you remember what you have read.  Reciting or reviewing what you have read is important.  You are not only testing how well you are concentrating on the material, but also studies have shown that the more times you repeat something the better you will remember it.  Thus, as you read through a chapter, continue to remember all you have read.  Also, as noted above, when finished reading an assignment, review in your mind what you have read.

REVIEW:

Reviewing is important to remembering information.  The day after you finish a chapter, review your highlights and try to answer the questions at the end of the chapter again.  This will reinforce what you have read.  Don’t postpone reviewing until the day before a test!

HOW TO IMPROVE NOTE TAKING SKILLS

Taking good notes is just as important as reading properly since many instructors base their tests in large part on their lectures.  We will now discuss proper note taking.

LISTEN:

If you can’t hear what is said in class, you will have difficulty writing good lecture notes.  Sit as close to the front of the classroom as possible, especially in large lecture halls.  Don’t sit next to friends.  You are in the classroom for one reason:  to learn and understand the information that will be on a test.  Sitting next to a friend will not improve your comprehension of important material.  Don’t let your mind wander.  Use the methods described in the  “HOW TO STUDY” section to help you remain attentive (i.e. reinforcing the desired behavior).

BE ORDERLY:

This title means a lot of things.  First of all, attend all lectures.  The reasons for this are self-explanatory.  If you ordinarily have difficulty going to class, reward yourself for a week of perfect attendance.  Second, keep class notes in a separate notebook for each class.  Many people keep notes on everything from gum wrappers to their hands.  When test time comes, they can’t remember where they wrote the notes or if they have lost them.  Many of the same people tear out pages of their notebooks for messages, etc.  Once their notebook is filled (because they tore out so many pages(, where do they put their notes?  Gum wrappers!  Third, write legibly.  If you can’t read your notes, they are useless.  Fourth, use abbreviations.  Since many professors lecture rapidly, abbreviations are important.  If you use them, make sure you remember what your abbreviations mean.

USE A GOOD NOTE TAKING FORMAT:

One proven format is the “Five R” Method.  The R’s stand for Record, Reduce, Recite, Reflect, and Repeat.  To use this method you must first divide each page of your notebook into three sections: section one is 5 inches wide; section two is 2 inches wide; and section three is 1 inch wide.

1) RECORD - In the 5- inch column, write down what the lecturer says as you have normally taken notes.

2) REDUCE - As soon as possible after the class, summarize your class notes in the 2-inch column.

3) RECITE -Cover the 5- inch column and read the 2-inch section to make sure you have summarized well enough that you can understand it.

4) REFLECT - Use the 1 inch- column to write your own ideas about the lecture.  You may want to supplement this column with ideas obtained from your reading.

5) REVIEW—Repeat “RECITE” once a week.

HOW TO IMPROVE TEST TAKING SKILLS

            Tests are divided into two basic types, objective tests (i.e. multiple choice, fill in the blanks, etc.) and essay tests.  In this section we will review test-taking strategies for both test types.

OBJECTIVE TESTS:

The rules for taking an objective test are straightforward:

Read directions carefully.  Most instructors assume that you will do this.  If you blow a test because you didn’t read the instructions few instructors will give you a break.

 Don’t spend too much time on questions you don’t know.  When first going through the questions answer only the questions that you know for sure.  This strategy does two things.  First, your confidence will grow and your nervousness will diminish (You’ve probably had that sinking feeling when you couldn’t answer the first question on a test).  Second, you will have more time to think on hard questions and avoid racing through a test at the end of the period, thus missing many easy questions you would normally have gotten right.

 Narrow down your choices.  On multiple choice tests, begin by crossing out answers you know are wrong.  Then devote all your attention to possible right answers.  If you cannot decide on a choice, psychology research on multiple-choice tests may help you.  This research found that a large percentage of the time the right answer is either “b” or “c”.   Use this fact to your advantage.  If you have limited the choices down to two and just can’t decide, pick the one that is “b” or “c”.  You will have a high probability of being right.  Another research finding is that a longer answer is usually the correct answer.  Think about this for a second.  Why would a professor spend a lot of time typing the wrong answer?  If you must select one of two choices, choose the longer one.

ESSAY TESTS

            Essay tests require a somewhat different strategy than objective tests.  Here are ways to improve essay test performance.

Read directions carefully. (see above).

When reading an essay question, try to quickly jot down as many points as you can remember about the subject.  This will help you not forget key points as you are writing the essay.  It will also help you to outline what you are going to write.

 Check questions when you finish.  Many essay questions contain multiple parts.  After answering a question, review and make sure you have answered all parts of the question.

WHAT TO DO ABOUT TEST TAKING ANXIETY

            If you are extremely frightened of taking tests, please seek professional help such as that available through the Student Health Center.  Here we will only address problems with anxiety which many people experience.

BE PREPARED

Test anxiety is more likely to occur if you are not prepared.  By using this guide properly you should eliminate this problem.

THINK POSITIVELY

As described earlier, the way you feel is often caused by what you are thinking.  If you have thoughts such as “I’m going to do badly”, it is only natural that you will feel nervous.  Try to replace negative thoughts with positive ones such as “I know I am well prepared and should have no problem with this test.”

USE INNOCULATION

Inoculation encompasses getting used to and relaxed in a place where a stressful event will happen.  This has the effect of reducing the overall anxiety of the situation.  Many people find that if they show up early for an exam and sit in their seat and just relax (i.e. such as taking deep breaths), they are less anxious when taking the test.  To help you relax, you may also try to visualize a very relaxing time in your life such as going to the beach, sitting on the sand, and watching the waves come in.

SUMMARY

Where to study:

· Find a place cued only to studying.

· Have a number of cues that you can use.

· Find a quiet place to study

· If you begin daydreaming, take a break.

When to Study:

· Consistently study at the same time.

· Don’t study right after eating or eat while studying.

· Study for an hour at a time with a short break after.

· Don’t “cram”, study every night.

· Take time after studying to “digest” the information.

Other Methods to Improve Studying:

· Reinforce studying while you are doing it.

· Reinforce long periods of studying after tests.

· Don’t ruin study habits by either punishing them or by reinforcing not doing them.

· Review notes in classroom a day before test.

· Sit in the same seat in the classroom all the time.

· Visualize the time you were studying to help you recall.

· Don’t drink while studying.

· Set up a study schedule

· Record how you stay on that schedule

· Reinforce yourself for staying on the schedule.

· Change negative thoughts about studying to positive ones.

· Use thoughts as reinforcers.

· Change negative thoughts before tests to positive ones.

How to Improve Reading Skills:

· Survey the chapter headings.

· Read questions at the end of the chapter and develop your own questions.

· Read to answer questions and highlight these answers along with important sentences in the paragraphs.

· Recite and remember what you have read both during and after you have read.

· Review one day after reading a chapter and the day before a test.

How To Improve Note Taking Skills:

· Develop good listening habits.

· Be orderly

· Record, reduce, recite, reflect, and review.

How to Take Tests Better:

Multiple Choice Tests:

· Read directions carefully.

· Don’t initially spend a lot of time on harder questions.

· Narrow down the choices.

Essay Tests:

· Read the instructions carefully.

· Write down points first.

· Review the question to make sure you have answered it fully.

How to Reduce Test Anxiety:

· Be prepared.

· Change negative thoughts to positive thoughts.

· Use inoculation.
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