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Unit One

Planning Your Time for Study
Harry Maddox

Prereading Exercises
1. Strategies for effective reading

The title of the essay best summarizes its content. It is an effective reading strategy to think
about the meaning of the title before you start reading the essay itself. Some students, however,
tend to neglect this important step. They either take a casual glance at it without actively think-
ing about its meaning or simply ignore it by immediately reading the essay itself. Some students
might think that reading the title is a waste of time since it does not contain any information in
detail. They do not understand that a good title is a helpful “thematic guide” which will make
their comprehension of the essay much easier. It can set you on your course and tell you what to
expect. A simple experiment can prove the point. If two groups of students are given the same es-
say to read, but one with a title, the other without, the first group will certainly have a better
comprehension than the second after a fast reading of the essay. Obviously, to neglect the reading
of the title delays one’s active participation in the process of comprehension.

Subheadings are also useful textual clues that help effective reading. While the title provides
useful information for the whole essay, the subheadings summarize the content of various indepen-
dent sections. After taking a glance at the title and the subheadings of an essay, the reader can
confidently guess what the essay is about.

There are two different types of titles. A descriptive title announces the topic clearly, accu-
rately, and as briefly as possible. A suggestive title more clearly conveys the writer’s attitudes and
attempts to draw the reader into the essay. Suggestive titles are less formal and are more likely to
appear in popular magazines. “A Broken Heart”, for example, can be the title of an essay on an
immigrant’s sad experiences in America. Planning Your Time for Study, the title of this essay,
is descriptive. It is direct and plain. Still, a tentative guess about the content of Harry Maddox’s

essay will make the reading more effective.

2. Prereading questions
(1) What practical suggestions do you expect Maddox to offer in the essay? Take a glance at the
subheadings. Can you add more to your expectations?
(2) The English essayist Francis Bacon said, “In studies, whatsoever a man commandeth upon
himself, let him set hours for it.” Do you think it is necessary to set hours for your study?
(3) What are the advantages and disadvantages of setting up a study plan?
<1 .



TEXT

1 By far the most common difficulty in study is simple failure to get down to regular concen-
trated work. This difficulty is much greater for those who do not work to a plan and have no
regular routine of study. Many students muddle along, doing a bit of this subject or that, as
the mood takes them, or letting their set work pile up until the last possible moment.

2 Few students work to set time-table. They say that if they did construct a time-table for
themselves they would not keep to it, or would have to alter it constantly, since they can
never predict from one day to the next what their activities will be.

3 No doubt some people take much more kindly to a regular routine than others. There are
many who shy away from the self-control of weekly time-table, and dislike being tied down
to a definite program of work. Many able students claim that they work in cycles. When
they become interested in a topic they work on it intensively for three or four days at a time.
On other days they avoid work completely. It has to be confessed that we do not fully under-
stand the complexities of the motivation to work. Most people over about 25 years of age
have become conditioned to a work routine, and the majority of really productive workers set
aside regular hours for the more important aspects of their work. The “tough-minded” school
of workers is usually very contemptuous of the idea that good work can only be done sponta-
neously, under the influence of inspiration. That most energetic of authors, Anthony Trol-
lope, wrote, “There are those ... who think that the man who works with his imagination
should allow himself to wait till inspiration moves him. When I have heard such doctrine
preached, I have hardly been able to repress my scorn.”

4 Not many people are gifted with Trollope’s great energy and physical strength, but he was
undoubtedly right in declaring that a person can always do the work for which he is fitted if
he will give himself the habit of regarding regular daily work as a normal condition of his life.
Many creative writers have in fact disciplined themselves to perform a fixed amount of work
every day. The great Italian dramatist, Alfieri, even made his servant tie him to his study
table.

5 Those who believe that they need only work and study as the fit takes them have a mistaken
belief either in their own talent or in the value of “freedom”. Freedom from restraint and
discipline leads to unhappiness rather than to “self-expression” or “personality development”.
Our society insists on regular habits, time-keeping and punctuality, and whether we like it or
not, if we mean to make our way in society we have to comply with its demands. We need
not stick too rigidly to plans and time-tables, but plans there must be. Otherwise effort is
wasted and time is dribbled away to no purpose. A sensible routine of work, so far from de-
stroying spontaneity or creativity, should in fact, by reducing to a minimum the effort of
coping with the ordinary activities of life, actually foster the best conditions for creative
work.

6 The other obstacles to the regular planning of study are the many distractions of student life:
new sports and activities, novel surroundings, friendships and love affairs, organizations,

clubs and societies. You need to find a sensible balance between all these competing demands
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on your time. To do this you need to be quite clear about your goal. The primary goal of any
sort of higher study must be scholarship and professional qualification. The other things,
friendship, sports, societies, discussions on the nature of the Universe, and having a good
time, are no doubt important and traditional parts of student life; but they are secondary to

your primary goal of study.

The Advantages of a Time-Table

7

10

11

Plans and time-tables are even more necessary to the student than to others because, outside
the classroom, he is free, within limits, to do what he will. Farmers, businessmen,
lawyers, doctors and professional men of all kinds must work to a time-table and plan the
best use of their time, but their times are largely decided by factors over which they have no
control. A student’s work is not so closely controlled by external circumstances, and for that
very reason, set hours of work should be arranged so that study becomes regular and consis-
tent.

The advantages of a time-table are the savings in time and effort, and the efficiency which
results from taking an overall view of your total work load. Without a time-table you are
likely to spend much time in indecision, in making up your mind when and what to study, in
getting together the necessary books and materials and in getting into the appropriate frame
of mind for productive work. Much mental energy is needlessly consumed in trying to choose
between alternative and in deciding what to do next. According to William James: “There is
no more miserable human being than one in whom nothing is habitual but indecision and for
whom the lighting of every cigar, the drinking of every cup, the times of rising and going to
bed every day, and the beginning of every bit of work, are subjects of express volitional de-
liberation.” To avoid this unhappy state we should make automatic and habitual as many use-
ful actions as we can. Handing over the details of our daily life to habit frees the higher pow-
ers of mind for their proper work.

The second advantage is in the proper use of time. It is easy to dribble time away. If you do
not impose set hours on yourself you are more than likely to spend the time when you should
be studying in watching TV, reading a magazine, conversing idly over the tea- and coffee-
cups, or in doing any of those hundred and one things which weak students are ready to do
rather than get down to work. If you have a time-table and mean to stick to it, it has all the
force of a law which must not be disobeyed, and in time adherence to it becomes effortless,
and you begin to regard it as a natural part of your life.

But perhaps the biggest saving comes from intelligently arranging your various activities; in
making sure that you do each piece of work at the best possible time; and, eventually, in the
confidence and sense of competence which comes from regular daily work.

Regularity, then, is the ideal that you should aim at. Even if you decide not to work to a de-
tailed time-table, you should at least set aside certain hours for study and plan to do a certain

quantity of work each week.
. 3 .



Long-Term Plans and Weekly Time-Tables

12

13

14

In tackling any course of study you should make for yourself (1) a long-term plan for the
year’s work, planning even further ahead when necessary and (2) a weekly time-table, con-
structed afresh each week.

For the long-term plan you must find out all about the various subjects you will have to cov-
er, the textbooks which you must read and learn, the practical work and other requirements
which you have to fulfill. Set yourself “deadlines” for completing important pieces of work,
such as essays, practical notebooks or investigations. Always plan ahead as far as you possi-
bly can and don’t live from hand to mouth. Of course these long-term plans may have to be
revised from time to time, but you should have a broad general picture of your year’s work.
You may not be able to make those long-term plans until you have had some weeks’ experi-
ence of your courses, but do not neglect them. More than any other factor they distinguish
the good student from the bad. All good teachers provide their students with outlines of their
courses at the beginning, so that they “know where they are going”. If any of your teachers
fail to do this, you should tactfully ask them to do so.

A detailed time-table needs to be made out at the beginning of each week, in keeping with
the changing requirements of your courses, and in the light of your experience. The weekly
time-table allows flexibility but at the same time ensures that you will be prepared to do each
piece of work at the best possible time. Many students intend to study on set evenings, but
are only too ready to cancel or postpone their work on a small pretext. If you have a definite

time-table you will be less likely to do so.

The Amount of Study Needed

15

16

As regards the total amount of study time, it is useful to know roughly how much work most
students actually do. The average study time is about 40 hours a week. Arts students gener-
ally have about 15 classroom hours a week, and spend about 25 in private study — reading,
writing essays, etc. Science students spend up to 30 hours a week in the classroom and labo-
ratories, but usually do not do more than 15 hours of private study. These are only average
figures of course. Within the general framework each person has to determine for himself
how much time to spend in private study, but almost certainly your total hours should lie
within the range 30 — 50 hours. Clever students work faster than those of less ability, but
two equally clever students may spend very different amounts of time in study. One, satis-
fied with just getting by, may average only a few hours a week; the other, driven by intel-
lectual curiosity or a desire to excel, may read widely and do far more than the minimum re-
quirements.

It should be said that most students overrate their speed of work and the amount that they
can accomplish in a set time. Hence it is good practice to allow a few extra hours as a “safety
factor’. At the same time your hours of work should not be excessive. Industrial studies
show that if excessively long hours are worked over a long period, output actually declines
and becomes less than the output that could be achieved in shorter hours. Your total working
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hours will have to exceed about 70 a week, however, before you need start worrying about
this!

"The Common Pattern of Working Hours

17

18

19

If you are a full-time student, the pattern of set classes into which you must fit your private
study periods is usually something like this: from Monday to Friday you will have set classes
for most of the morning hours, with occasional free periods between the lectures and classes.
The afternoons will be taken up with practical or laboratory periods in Science, and left
rather more free in Arts. There is a period each day from about 4:00 — 7:00 p. m. when
not a great deal of work is done — this is the usual time for teas and social gatherings, clubs
and societies. If you usually start going to bed around 11:00 p.m., this means that the
greater part of your private study will have to be done in the weekday evenings between
about 7:00 and 11:00 p. m. Saturday mornings are worked by many Science but by few Arts
departments. Saturday afternoons are, by custom, set aside for sport and entertainment;
Sundays for thought, relaxation, or outings into the country.

It follows that the most natural arrangement for Arts students is to plan their 25 hours of
study time to fall in the afternoons (4x2 hours) and evenings (4x3 hours) on Mondays,
Tuesdays, Thursdays and Fridays, finding the odd five hours in free morning periods or at
week-ends. Science students will plan their 15 hours of study (assuming they are fully occu-
pied with practical work in the afternoons) to fall in the evenings (4x3 hours) on Mondays,
Tucsdays, Thursdays and Fridays, making up the rest at odd morning hours or at the week-
end.

Unless you are an exceptional individual, you will be wise not to depart too far from this gen-
eral pattern of hours. It is usually a mistake to set yourself a big program of work on Satur-
day evenings, for example, when the rest of the world is out for enjoyment. The pull of
counter-attractions will be greater and more energy will be consumed in concentrating on
your task. Conversely, if you keep to the common pattern of work, the sight of others

studying or the mere knowledge that they are doing so, helps your own task.

Avoid Late Hours

20

A common departure from this sensible arrangement is to start work late, possibly after a
round of social activities, and to work through until the early hours of the morning. Some
students claim that they can do their best work late at night, undistracted, while others
sleep. If these late hours become habitual, however, it is clearly not very easy to get up and
be alert and attentive at a lecture at 9:00 a. m. next morning, unless indeed you take a short
sleep each afternoon. Work done under the midnight oil often fails to stand up to the cold
light of day. As an occasional technique for completing some big task, working into the night
may be all very well, but most regular classes, where much of the important instruction is

given, take place in the momings; and to be fresh and alert in the mornings you must have

had a good night’s sleep.



21

Since colleges and universities all put their most demanding work into the mornings, it is
only sensible to ensure that you are fit and alert for morning work. If you are not, examine
your habits of sleep, diet and exercise, looking for the cause and trying to alter them. In my
view the morning hours are easily the most valuable, and, for most people, the best time for

serious work.

Constructing an Effective Time-Table

22

23

24

The next questions which arise concern how best to apportion your various tasks within the
periods of time which you have set aside for study, to decide on the best length for individual
“units” of study, on rest intervals and on the amount of time to allocate to each subject.

Since you cannot at first be quite sure how much time to allocate to the various subjects of
your course, you must make the best guesses you can. If you find some particular subject dif-
ficult allot more time to it than the others. Do not neglect it in favor of another subject which
you find easier and more interesting. Make a fresh time-table at the beginning of each week.
The best time to write up your lectures or experiments is as soon as possible after the event.
If you have to keep a practical notebook, for example, it is a good rule to write it up the
same day when the material is fresh in your mind. If you set it aside it will only take you
longer to do in the end. Likewise the best time for the first revision of your lecture notes is

immediately after the lecture, or at least on the same day.

The Length of Individual Study “Units”

25

26

27

28

29

30

The length of your individual study “units” deserves serious thought. The most efficient ar-
rangement depends on: (1) the complexity and size of the task (2) the characteristics of the
individual learner.

If you have a large task such as writing a long essay, it may be uneconomic to work on it for
half an hour or even for an hour at a time. Time is needed for you to assemble your materials
and your thoughts, and to “warm up” to the task. By the time you have got your ideas
straight it may be time to stop — before you have made any tangible progress.

Usually, therefore, if you have an experiment to report or an essay to write, it is best to
complete it at a single sitting, once you have assembled all the necessary materials, provided
that it can be done in a total of 2 or 3 hours.

Individuals differ in the ease to which they can take up a fresh task, work on.it, and then
turn to something else. If you find it easy to switch from one subject to another, you will be
able to work efficiently in smaller “units” than those who not only take a long time to get
started on a task, but also find it hard to stop thinking about it afterwards.

A very common difficulty for everyone, however, is to find enough long uninterrupted peri-
ods in which to perform those tasks which cannot be completed in a single hour.

The single hour is the common unit of instruction for lectures and tutorials, and may well be
as long as most people care to work on a single subject, without an intervening rest period.

For practical work, on the other hand, 2- or 3-hour sessions are usual. Probably for many
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tasks and for most people, a working period of about an hour, followed by a few minutes’
rest or relaxation is quite effective. Some individuals much prefer to switch to a different task
after about an hour. As a general rule, for reading, note-taking and learning from books, an
hour is a suitable work unit; but, particularly as you advance to the more complex and diffi-
cult aspects of a subject, larger work units may be more effective. Most university students

prefer work periods of 2 —3 hours for many forms of private study.

Value of Rest Periods

31

32

33

There are best periods of work and rest for every task and for every individual. In the course
of study rest periods are invaluable. Although the speed and accuracy of mental work actually
declines very little, boredom and dissatisfaction with the task tend to set in after about two
hours, if there is no break. During a session of continuous work on the same task, rest peri-
ods should be short in relation to the work period — of the order of 5 minutes or so. If longer
rests are taken, momentum will be lost and possibly considerable effort may be required be-
fore you become warmed up to the task again. A rest should be taken whenever you feel that
you are slowing down and making errors. After working on a task for some time, a growing
distaste for it occurs, together with an increasing desire to stop work altogether. But if you
resolve, instead of doing this, to rest and relax for 10 minutes and then to get back to work,
the desire to get down to the task again often returns and you get your “second wind”.
Changes in activity or posture during the rest are desirable, such as walking around the
room, stretching your arms, etc. Rest intervals between different tasks may well be longer
— about 10 or 15 minutes. Then a short, brisk walk outside or some light refreshment often
serves to restore your energies to their former level. In manual work 5 or 10 minutes’ rest
each hour is beneficial, and you should not need to break off much more frequently than
this. Remember that much of mental fatigue springs from boredom or lack of interest rather
than any real inability to continue with the task.

In general, then, it is sensible to take 15-minute breaks at convenient times between tasks,
and smaller breaks of a few minutes in the course of a task. It is much better to take a defi-

nite rest interval and then get back to hard work, than work half-heartedly for too long.

Holidays

34

35

In most colleges and institutions of higher education the session extends over only about seven
or eight months of the year: or it may be even less, most of the real work being done in the
autumn and spring terms. The student often has a month at Christmas, a month at Easter,
and three months in the summer free of set work.

These long holidays derive in part from the days when higher education was for the well-to-
do. Students were supposed to supplement their studies by wide and extensive reading, par-
ticularly in the long vacation. Nowadays many students find it necessary to work in the holi-
days in order to make enough money to live on. The first question that arises, then, is

should you take paid work in the vacation?
' .« 7 .



36

37

38

Although some authorities think that students should study in the vacation, and not take on
paid outside employment, particularly manual labor, surveys show that neither those stu-
dents who take employment, nor those who do not, study very much in the vacations. In my
view there is everything to be said for working in the vacations, particularly if the work bears
some relation to study: engineers and chemists should work in industry, technicians on
farms, social workers as nurses, language students abroad, etc. Academic learning is only
one sort of learning: students and their teachers are always in danger of getting out of touch
with the larger world of industry, trade and agriculture. Everyone should explore the society
in which he lives, and get first-hand knowledge of how people live in social classes other than
his own. There is no evidence to show that those who take paid employment in the vacations
do any worse at their studies than those who do not. On the contrary, American research
shows that students who take part-time employment are more earnest and more purposeful,
and better students than those who do not.

There is substantial agreement that people who take longish holidays away from their work are more
productive workers than those who do not. Certainly many businessmen claim that they can do
twelve months’ work in nine months, but not in twelve months. Work should not become an ob-
session. At the same time my view is that the sort of idle seaside holiday which may suit a
tired factory worker is not the best sort of holiday for students. Something more active and
purposeful is required, such as walking, mountaineering, work-camps, and field studies.

In general, the common advice to “get away from it all” and make a complete break from
your work seems to be good advice. You should, however, set aside a part of the long vaca-

tion for revision and for going over parts of your work that you may have fallen behind with.

The Distributien of Practice

39

Taking a long view, and considering the course of learning over a period of weeks or months,
spaced or distributed learning sessions are more effective than “massed” practice. Both long-
term retention and understanding will be better if you spread out your learning, rather than
try and cram it into a single session. For instance, if you have a total of three hours in which
to learn about a topic, it will usually be better to study it, say, for an hour on one evening,
for a further hour a few days later, and for a third time a week or ten days later, than to
work on it for three hours in one evening and then do no further work on it. In distributed
learning each learning session serves to revise and to reinforce your knowledge, and you have
more time to think about it and organize it. There is a limit to the amount of information
that can be properly assimilated at any one time: time is needed for thinking and for consoli-
dating your knowledge. The worst form of learning, both from the point of view of under-
standing and of long-term retention, is cramming before examinations: you merely fill your

head with a mass of ill-digested facts which are very soon forgotten.

Summary
40 By now it should be clear that you can construct a flexible time-table which will not tie you to
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