Subject Areas: How To Approach Individual Subjects
English
There are generally three major areas to master: grammar, vocabulary, literature. All would fit under the broad category of writing.  Let’s start with grammar & vocabulary.

Grammar – each time your teacher introduces a new concept, e.g., verbs and subject agreement in terms of number.  Ex. Mary (has/have) a bad cold.  Be sure to memorize it and practice it whether you have homework on it or not.  You were tossed the info, catch it!  

Vocabulary – this usually involves sets of words whose definitions you are expected to know in a specified period of time.   For example, your teacher might assign 20 new words each week with quizzes every Friday.  

The best way to approach this is to break the work down into easy bits.  The chart below is an example.

Friday, Sept 18th   memorize 3 words


Tues, Sept 22nd   mem    3 wds

Sat.          “    19th         “        5   “


Wed,     “   23rd       “       1   “

Sun          “   20th          “        5    “


Thurs,    “   24th      brief review  (5-6 

Mon         “    21st         “        3    “




         min.)

Create your own formula. If you memorize easily, just get it done; but, if memorization is a stumbling block for you, this type of break down can work. Remember, you decide how many words you can manage per night/session.

Literature -   there are two areas that we can address here: memorizing concepts, e.g.,

                     theme or symbolism  and how to get all of that reading done by the 

                     deadlines…

 For the concepts, you just need to memorize them as soon as they appear before you –  even before the teacher schedules a quiz on them.  If you can’t quite understand what a genre is, ask the teacher tomorrow – do not wait.

For the reading assignments you will need to create a math equation.  It’s OK, I’ll do it for you- math is sooo scary

Let’s say you are required to read the next act of a play and you are given 10 days in which to read it.  First, you need to determine how many pages of this material you can read AND understand in 20 minutes.  The best way to do this is to obtain a kitchen timer 
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(or grab the nearest friend or sibling with a watch and ask him/her to time you for 20 minutes).

Now, read. Your focus is NOT on speed, it’s on understanding.  You may need to read a sentence or a whole paragraph more than once to get it – that is OK.  

Your timer (human or mechanical) will let you know when 20 minutes have passed. STOP reading.  Note how many pages you have read ( if you got more than half way through the last page count it as one whole page; don’t count it if you got less than half way through it).

Now, let’s say you read 10 pages in that 20 minutes.  In an hour (60 minutes) you can read 3 times as many or 30 pages.  (3 x 10 = 30)

Now, suppose this act of a play has 150 pages. You will need to divide 150 by 30 to see how many hours you need.  So, 150 ÷ 30 = 5hrs.  

You will need 5 hours to complete this assignment.

 Going back to your due date, you were given 10 days for this, so you can read for 1/2 hr per night and be ready – or however you choose to divide it up.

The important thing here is to have a plan and to see how it works.  You can use these formulas for studying vocabulary in all of your subjects, for any memorizing you need to do ( even formulas & theorems in math) and for all lengthy reading assignments. 

Math

For those of us who struggle with math all of the time, a few simple tools might help.

· As soon as your teacher mentions a formula, a theorem or postulate, memorize it  -now.  Even if you do not have the foggiest idea of what it means or how to apply it, memorize it!  

Here’s why:  from this point on, the teacher will be saying the 

            words or referring to the concept fairly often. If you already can

            define the concept in your mind, your mind is freer to grapple with 

            the next steps in the process.  You won’t be sitting at your desk

            trying to remember the definition of a trapezoid or the formula for

            side/angle/side while the teacher has moved on to how it applies 

            to the new problem on the board. 

· Sometimes, even though we really understood the new material as the teacher was presenting it in class, we blank out on all or part when we are doing our 
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· homework.  We just cannot remember.  It’s frustrating.
Here’s what to do.  Finish all other homework and take a break – 10/15 minutes. Now, go back to the math problem and start to work your way back in the book and/or your notes . You will be looking for something similar to the part of the problem you can’t get.  It’s like CSI – you’re looking for clues to help you solve your puzzle.  If after 10 minutes or so, nothing is happening, then give it up and be sure to get your hand up tomorrow in class. But, I bet, you find it more often than not. This kind of strategy can make you feel really good about yourself. Whether you are successful or not ,  a failed attempt scores points with any good teacher but no teacher wants to hear that you just gave up.  Remember, most teachers like their subject and they appreciate your effort to take it seriously.

Science
In many ways what we’ve said about English, math, and languages applies to the sciences.  Like all languages, science has a vocabulary.  Like math it has formulas. But here’s a clue:

· I find that drawing diagrams and simple pictures helps me to remember.  When I taught Jr. HS science, the kids really got into my multicolored diagrams of cells and other stuff.  Just in case someone is about to say, “How grammar school!” my college biology professors drew some really spiffy pictures of their own for us mature folks.  And, you know what, the pictures are what I still remember. 

· Mapping is another skill that can work here  ( see section entitled Addenda One)
Social Studies
Social Studies vocabulary & lengthy reading assignments may be approached just as we have discussed under English.  

Two other techniques I like are outlining and mapping (with color).  I think a wise student creates his/her own study sheets.  And using mapping, outlining, or diagramming (with color) makes a small but effective set of review sheets for unit tests and the big cumulative tests – mid-terms, etc. 

· Mapping  see section entitled Addenda One
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