HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF YOUR TEXTBOOK

While every student has his or her own approach, people who study effectively all make us of certain general rules whether or not they realize it.  The main steps might be summarized so:

Survey

Questioning

Reading and Reflecting

Recitation

Review

These steps generally follow the Ohio State SQ3R method.

SURVEY

Surveying a book.  When you first pick up a book, survey it--skim through it-- from front to back.  Start by reading the preface, a good tool which provides a very general explanation of the entire book. Leaf through the table of contents to find out the big picture and overall organization of the book in its relation to the course.  Compare the table of contents to your course syllabus.  Does your instructor follow the book’s organization?  When do you have lengthy reading assignments?  Which subject area will be covered on your tests?  Begin to plan and structure your study time in advance.  Flip through the book as a whole.  locate and skim the summaries of the chapters.  Glance at the major headings.  Examine all apparatus (bibliographies, questions, self helps, quizzes, glossaries, appendices, chronologies) to find out what’s there and to gain an impression of the learning resources of the text.  At the same time, survey the study guide and/or the laboratory manuals if any accompany the text.  In two or three hours you can survey a substantial book in this fashion and get a surprising head start on the book.

Surveying a chapter--When reading an assigned chapter, do not proceed as if you were reading a novel.  Carefully read the chapter summary and review questions at the end of the chapter.  Familiarize yourself with any key words or terms.  Use the headings.  They give you the organization and tell you how topics go together and follow each other.  Pay attention to the order of headings because the author’s arrangement of and sub-headings tell you what topics are subordinate to what other topics and how they link together.  Skim through the chapter before reading it in detail, survey some of the sentences here and there and look at the pictures and charts.

QUESTIONING
Keeping questions in mind while reading helps you to become an active reader.  You will be actively looking for answers to your questions rather than simply dragging your eyes across the page.  Use the headings in the text to help form questions.  For example, a biology text may have a heading titled Cell Division with the subheadings Meiosis and Mitosis.  You might ask yourself some of the following questions:  What is cell division?  How are meiosis and mitosis related to cell division?  Are meiosis and mitosis similar?  How are they similar or different?  Write these questions in the margins of your text or on a separate sheet of paper so that you will keep them in mind while you read.  Like everything else, asking the right questions takes practice.  If you would like assistance with how to phrase questions, one of the College Reading Skills advisors can help you.

The author’s questions--Examine all the questions  provided for you in the book.  Some authors start off a chapter with lists of questions or raise them in their thesis-stating first paragraph.  Others use a rhetorical technique of raising questions frequently.  In many textbooks you are apt to find a Questions for Discussion, section and problems or review items at the end of a chapter.  Even if theses are not assigned by your professor, reading them first can help highlight important information that will be presented in the chapter.

READ

Too many students  mistakenly think that studying is mostly a matter of running their eyes over the text.  Having surveyed an assigned chapter and raised questions concerning it you should actively read to find answers to your questions and begin to jot down notes in the book’s margins.

Read for Main Ideas and Important Details.  Identifying  topic sentences will help you identify the main idea.  If you are unable to locate a topic sentence or main idea statement, answering the question, “What is the section about and what does the author want me to know about it?” will provide an answer to you.  What is an important detail?  It is the basis for the main idea.  Usually it is a fact or group of facts, bearing on the central idea.  It may be an example or a exemplary anecdote, or a case in point.  It may be the proof or evidence that makes the main idea worth believing.

Note Important Terms.  Notice especially any words or phrases that are italicized or in bold.  If you have thoroughly previewed your chapter, these terms should be slightly familiar to you.  Make marks in the margins so that you can quickly locate these terms in your texts.  Take time to learn their meanings and spellings.  Professors still get justifiably annoyed at students how can’t spell even the most central terms.

Read Everything.  That means tables, graphs, and other illustrations as well as the main text.  Sometimes a mere glance at an illustration will tell you vividly what a whole page of the book is about.  In other cases, a picture will convey concepts or information very difficult to express in words.  It is worth the time to learn how to read charts, statistical tables and graphs.

RECITE

To make certain that you understand and remember, you should stop periodically to recall what you have read and  write down the answers to your questions.  Write down a synopsis of what you have just read in this section.  You should recite after completing a section set off by a headings.  Do this for each subheading, then double up when you come to a main heading.  Formulas, names, laws and rules take more recitation.  A narrative or story-like text may take less time.

It is important to know when not to underline.  A poor students will randomly underline and highlight entire paragraphs or pages of the text and will generally end up with so much highlighted material that he or she is unable to distinguish the important ideas from the obscure.  While you are reading the text and you spot main ideas and important details, put a check mark (√) the margin next to the  important lines.  The first time you recite the text, feel free erase or add any check marks.  Select with care what you plan to underline only after you have read all the surrounding sentences.  

 Underline lightly, using a pencil.  After you have decided what to underline in your text, highlighted color coding may be useful.  Use one color to identify main ideas, another for major supporting details and a third to set off key words or phrases.

Underlined Used Books--A word to the wise.  The fact that so many students underline too indiscriminately and in ink is important to consider when buying a used textbook.  If you are buying a secondhand book, find one that has not been marked excessively; otherwise, buy a new one, for someone else’s distracting and meaningless marking is  far to serious to be worth the small amount you save by purchasing a used book.

REVIEW
The first time to review is immediately after you have studied something.  After reading a chapter, you should recite its important points, rereading as necessary to check yourself.  Read over and check the notes you have taken.  Just before and exam or test should be mostly  recitation.  It should be more intensive.  You should go over all the material which will be covered on the examination,  paying special attention to the earliest materials (those which have had the greatest chance to fade away).  Plan your time so you can get over all the material that may be or that you know will be on the test, and don’t run out of time when you are only half through.

You’ve heard this before, but it cannot be over-emphasized:  cramming is not an effective learning device.  It turns an exam into a traumatic ordeal.  Cramming never gives you the mastery at the time of the exam that you could have had with a few well-spaced reviews.
