Succeeding in Science

The following suggestions are meant to help you: 

-Learn more

-Get better scores on tests and quizzes

-Improve your problem solving and critical thinking skills

-Do better on labs

-Decrease your anxiety level

Since there is no single successful method of study that works for everyone, you should adapt these suggestions to fit your needs.  However, based on many years of teaching science and several years as a student before that, I have observed that successful students make use of most, if not all of these methods.

1.  Discipline yourself to read the chapter before you hear the lecture in class.  Having a foundation of understanding will help you immensely for when you hear the material from your instructor.

2.  Don’t try to read you the whole chapter in one sitting.  If you have time, you may want to skim the chapter to see where you are heading, but in general learn the chapter a section at a time so you don’t get overwhelmed by the information.  You may even want to keep notebook paper handy to jot down notes or questions you have for your teacher.  Also, don’t highlight the whole book.

3.  Take good notes in class.  You may think you can remember the material over a period of time, but you will probably have lapses in memory when it comes to quiz or test time.  Also, remember that the instructor is going to emphasize the material that he or she thinks is important.  This is the information you will want to remember.  Notes are also a good summary so you don’t have to continue to re-read the chapter in detail.

4.  It is crucial that you try the problems that are given by the instructor and those that are in the book.  Science is not a spectator sport.  You will never get proficient at problem solving if you don’t practice, and that doesn’t mean watching someone else do it.

5.  Learn the method of solution in solving problems associated with a particular concept, don’t just try to memorize particular problems.  You may memorize 100 problems and the 101st might be different.  If you know the method you can figure out how to solve the problem.  This will help you avoid having to accuse your instructor of giving you “trick” questions.

6.  Find a quiet place to work away from distractions such as the television.  It is generally difficult to absorb information when your attention is divided.

7.  Do the problems for a section while the material is still fresh in your mind.  This will help enforce your understanding and bring out any questions or difficulties you have before you move on to new material.

8.  Don’t be afraid to ask questions during class and take advantage of help sessions that are provided.  Don’t let your misunderstanding snowball.  Take care of small problems before they lead to bigger problems that are more difficult to overcome.  Above all, keep up with the material.

9.  Use lab activities as an opportunity to help enforce your knowledge of the chapter.  Unfortunately, many students view labs as “playtime” and they not only miss out on points by doing a haphazard job on the procedure, they miss out on an excellent hands-on way of learning the material.  In the worst-case scenario a student misbehaving in the lab may receive a zero for the lab and be restricted from further activities.

10.  When you are problem solving, think about what you are doing and try to visualize the problem in your head.  Don’t just blindly start plugging numbers in.  Often times it helps students to take inventory on the problem.  Associate values with variables, then it is usually easier to figure out what you are being asked to solve.

11.  Pay attention to significant digits and dimensional analysis.  Remember not every trailing decimal digit that your calculator gives you is necessarily applicable to the result.  Real life calculations are limited by the precision of the measuring devices.  There are rules for determining significant digits in mathematics, but your best rule is common sense.  Dimensional analysis is an excellent way to check your work.  After you have done all of the calculations, is the unit(s) that you are left with the one(s) you were seeking?  If not, there is obviously a problem with your calculation.

12.  Become familiar with the functions on your calculator and learn to use them correctly.  Incorrect usage can cause problems with the order of operations and several other things.  Students have an especially difficult time entering numbers in scientific notation.  Depending on the problem, sometimes they get lucky and get the right answer.  More often than not they get the wrong answer and do more work in the process.  Bring your calculator along with your other materials to class everyday.

13.  Continue to work on your algebra skills, especially graphing, solving for variables and the quadratic equation.

14.  Last but not least, keep a positive attitude about the class.  Whether you are interested in science or not, you are there to learn so you might as well make the most of the opportunity.  Science will affect you in many ways throughout your life.  At the very least, having a basic understanding of the concepts of science will help you make intelligent, well-informed decisions as a voting member of society and with respect to the choices you make about yourself personally. 

