Studies on Study Skills

Where I learned about these studies has faded from my memory banks – alas. But I remember how a few went and I would like to share this information with you. 

A college somewhere wanted to determine the relative benefits of cram studying versus a less grueling approach. In a series of experiments different types of students ( high school, college, middle-age adult returnees to college) were instructed to study for a unit test in one of two ways.  The two ways were 

· Study for a solid 90- minute block of time the night before the test ( what a majority of students seem to do anyway)

· Study for  2 to 4, 20 – 30 minute periods totaling 90 minutes. 

They believed  the small chunk groups would do better and they did. But, they were surprised by something else that was revealed.  It seems that within the large chunk (90 solid mins) the majority of the students remembered what they had studied in the first 10 minutes and last 10 min of studying fairly well. Yet, the largest amount in the bulk of their study time was hardly remembered. 

Their conclusion: small, frequent study sessions were much more effective than the typical cramming that students like to do. 

Why would this be? Well, we have both a short-term and a long-term memory.  You could almost see the short-term memory as a temporary storage pod that you load from one end. As you put more stuff into it, the stuff put in before is pushed farther through the pod. Now, imagine that at the end of the pod is a trap door that opens automatically when “pod” stuff is pushed against it.  The trap door opens to the larger, permanent storage area.  Now we come to the part where our pod analogy won’t work.  Our short-term memory needs to have the same material put into it over and over again in order for the material to be “pushed” into the larger pod of our long-term memories. 

This is why cramming can be so much less effective.  It’s like trying to eat your total complement of calories at breakfast – it will all go down; but, it will come back up pretty quickly.  Sorry, but that is pretty much what happens to your brain too.  Those of you who have crammed the night before a test, have really known the material before you went to bed, and totally blanked out on the test the next day, have experienced this phenomenon. 

There are other lessons to be learned here, too.  Breaks are good things. They refresh your brain and allow it to rest.  And studying frequently in short sessions works better than pulling “all-nighters”.  These frequent, short sessions are detailed under the section, Study Formulas.

Another related idea is to alternate what material you study, let’s say for mid-terms.  Study a reading-heavy content subject like history and then switch to a less heavy one like math. 

I have already mentioned studies on sleep and they are important.  Related to the idea of adequate sleep is the need for regular habits.  Knowing that we need 8 hrs of sleep per night does not mean I can pull an all-nighter on Tuesday and then sleep for 16 hours on Saturday.  Medical science tells us that this does not work.  My habit is to get up on the weekends no more than an hour to an hour and a half later than during my work week. I also do not stay up, except very occasionally, past my normal bedtime by more than an hour.

Another really good habit is eating nutritionally balanced meals at more-or-less set times each day.

Daily exercise of 10 to 20 minutes each day or every other day is important as well.  
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All three of these habits are important for the rest of your lives but especially now when you are still growing mentally (intellectually), physically, and emotionally.  We now know that adolescent brain development is still going on past 19 yrs of age!   

***********************************   ******************************* ************

The absolute bottom line for all of what appears in The Little Book Of Study Skills is that studying is your job and only you can make the decisions necessary to meet YOUR goals.  Others can help; but,

you have the ball.  Run with it
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