Becoming A Master Student

The Short Course

By: Larry Levy

Step One: Organize. You don’t have to be a genius to do this. Get a three-ring, loose-leaf binder and file all handouts, rough work, and finished work.  Do this for each course. You’ll also need a three-hole punch and tab dividers. It costs little compared to the investment in tuition, books, and time you are already making. Also: organize your time to include homework; your places to include a productive site for work; tools to include whatever is necessary for success, such as computer or word processing; and the workload so that you can work regularly, in short bursts, rather than in fever pitch at the last moment.

Step Two: Show Up. A talented artist and teacher, Larry Butcher tells his students that he “shows up” in his studio every day. He may not always produce good work, but unless he shows up he’ll produce no work at all. So, do not miss class. Do not come late or leave early. Do all that is necessary and maybe a bit more to prepare. Then, participate. Don’t be silent, anonymous, or invisible in class.

Step Three:
 Take Initiative. Don’t expect learning to just come to you. “You can’t just sit in a chair and expect to grow,” says Chicago teacher Marva Collins. Enter discussions. Ask questions. Encourage your classmates. Don’t be a spectator.

Step Four: Show Enthusiasm. The best students are not in college just for their major or career, but for learning generally. Yes, it’s a lot of work, but what did you expect? Real achievement and real learning usually feels pretty good. I’ll smile occasionally and invite you to do the same.

Step Five: Suspend Your Ego. Being a student, by definition, means you do not know everything. A teacher’s suggestions are meant to stretch your understanding and performance. You aren’t in college just to be complimented. If praise comes, enjoy it—but don’t seek it. Seek learning.

Step Six: Seek Mentoring. You’re not in college just to make friends. Seek advice from your teacher, from the Teaching/Learning Center, and from the most accomplished students in the class. Immaturity often seeks out immaturity—but you don’t have to be like that.

Step Seven: Don’t Make Excuses. Success is not about where you went to high school; or your age, gender, race, or social class. My most successful students have been ages 15 to past 60, of all races, foreign and native born, of both genders, and have come from every high school in the area. Some were dropouts or less successful in high school. Many are single parents. What they have in common are the other behaviors listed here.

Step Eight: Respond… to textbooks, to class discussions, to lectures, to your own work, to your classmates’ work. Your job in this course is to grow more responsible; that is, “able to respond.” Having no response won’t take you very far.

Step Nine: Rehearse. In sports there’s a saying: “You play like you practice.” In this course that means that your finished work will achieve success to the degree you rehearse effectively. Therefore, absence, tardiness, unpreparedness, daydreaming, will all show in your final work. This course is not just about handing papers in; it’s about the process, about rehearsal.

Step Ten: Reflect. Perhaps the most significant question you can ask yourself in this or any class is “so what?” It is not enough to memorize only, or pretend that memorizable data is what learning and college are for and about. Your job is always to inquire about the meaning or significance of something—a passage in the textbook, a remark in class discussion, something I scribble in the margin of your paper, your sense of the strengths or shortcomings of your own work.

Step Eleven: Talent Alone is Overrated. In the race between the tortoises and the hares of this world, the race often goes to the tortoises. Instead of wishing for more natural ability, accept your “turtlehood.” Be a champion turtle!

Step Twelve: Accept Comparisons. While it’s healthy to compare your progress to where you were when you began, that alone is not enough comparison. You also have to compare yourself to the standards of excellence achieved by the best past and present students. Some students reject this idea, but where in this world will your performance not be compared to others? To deny this is to kid yourself.

