PRESCRIPTION STUDY TIPS FOR GENERAL CHEMISTRY - 



Caution: Grade damage may result if not followed exactly.

Why is studying chemistry so hard for so many students?


It is difficult to sort through so many facts to find what is significant.


It is difficult to understand the use of model systems to represent reality.


It is difficult to reason by analogy and infer what might happen in real systems.

What should you try to overcome these difficulties?

1. Read your textbook as though it were an instruction manual not a pleasure read. Refer to figures, tables, and pictures as the author directs. Read the figure and picture captions and try to make sense of the information being presented. Because of the chemist's style of writing, studying and understanding a thirty page chapter in a chemistry text may be equivalent to studying one hundred pages or more in a non-science text. It is real work to get through just a few pages.

2. Read and study the chapters so you stay ahead of the lectures. Either skimming the material before hand or a more in-depth review before coming to lecture can be useful but this is not a substitute for focused study.

3. Participate in your own studying by doing the examples as directed, making your own notes in the margins referring to other parts of the chapter, and highlighting key concepts. Continually check your own understanding. The struggle to learn chemistry is the most important part of learning chemistry. If you approach the use of your textbook with the idea that you will be selling it back and therefore can't damage it, you will very likely need to buy it again as you repeat the class for a better grade. You do the economics.

4. List your own questions as you study. This will engage your mind in finding the answers as you read, as you listen to lectures, and as you talk with the professor. 

5. Really try to understand the entire chapter yourself. Don't rely on others including the professor for deep understanding or insight. Only by your real struggle with the material will your mind be prepared to quickly grasp a concept during a lecture or discussion. 

6. Attempt assigned exercises only after an in-depth study of the entire chapter. Heading right to the exercises only frustrates students. A solid picture of the entire chapter will help you solve the problems and exercises. Problem solving is an individual effort that will utilize your unique approach to the world. You must work at finding out which tools that you already possess will help solve a problem and which tools you need to develop.

7. Take lecture notes as though it were a writing assignment. You will be reading the notes later and you need to understand them. Lecture is a chance to discern what topics the instructor finds most important and to highlight for yourself which topics you have a firm grasp of and which topics are still confusing. The text provides completeness and the lecture provides the outline.

8. Review your notes soon after lecture so that you stay focused on the most recent topics.

9. Prepare for exams all the way through a topic by asking questions of yourself and others so that you don't get behind. The fabric of chemistry is so tightly woven that holes are difficult to fill once the loom passes and the quality of the entire cloth is jeopardized. 

10. Memorize what needs to be memorized using methods that work. But remember that you can't memorize understanding. Understanding is achieved through practice and effort on your part. I can't give you understanding either. I can only verify and validate thoughts and concepts that you yourself are developing. Therefore you must work through exercises, examples, and problems yourself finding and understanding the logic in the approach you have chosen. By studying concepts and developing understanding of the "big picture" you will prepare yourself for short answer and multiple questions as well as calculation-based questions.

11. BE RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR OWN LEARNING. ARRANGE YOUR TIME SO THAT THE TASKS AT HAND GET COMPLETED AS NEEDED. IF YOUR COLLEGE STUDIES ARE NOT A PRIORITY IN YOUR LIFE AT THIS TIME, THEN YOU ARE MISSING THE POINT ENTIRELY. IF YOUR COLLEGE STUDIES CAN NOT BE A PRIORITY IN YOUR LIFE RIGHT NOW, THEN TAKE RELATIVELY FEW CLASSES SO THAT YOU CAN MAXIMIZE YOUR EFFORT AND RECEIVE THE MAXIMUM RETURN FOR THAT EFFORT.

WE HAVE 38 LECTURE PERIODS, LESS THE TIME FOR QUIZZES, TO COVER ROUGHLY ONE HALF OF THE BOOK. YOU WILL GET THE MOST FROM THIS CLASS BY REALIZING YOUR COMMITMENT TO YOURSELF AND YOUR FUTURE AND WORKING AT THIS TASK LIKE YOU PERHAPS HAVE NEVER WORKED BEFORE. THIS CLASS IS NOT ABOUT TRAINING BUT ABOUT PREPARATION FOR AN UNKNOWN FUTURE. COVERING ALL OR AS MANY BASES AS POSSIBLE IS THE ONLY WAY I KNOW OF TO ACCOMPLISH THIS PREPARATION.

Much of this information was paraphrased or borrowed liberally from a small text titled "A Short Guide to Writing About Chemistry," by Herbert Beall and John Trimbur, both of Worcester Polytechnic Institute in Massachusetts. The book was published by Addison-Wesley Educational Publishers of New York in 2000.

