Choosing College Classes

How to Schedule Your First Year

With tests, applications, and interviews behind you, you're probably ready to sit back and relax for a while before heading off to college, but don't get too comfortable. Before you know it, summer will be over, and you'll find yourself on campus, thrown into a whirlwind of decisions. Choosing your courses will be among the first.

Picking classes in high school may not have been a big deal, but college is different. Some schools offer literally thousands of classes. Deciding what to take can make even the most experienced student dizzy. The following tips and strategies will make it easier to select your courses.

1. Review the Course Catalog

Your course catalog will be sent to you over the summer. Look through it thoroughly. You'll find a variety of lists, including core requirements (courses all students must take), requirements for different majors, and the courses offered within each department. Within each category or department, lists generally begin with introductory-level courses and end with more challenging seminars.

Mark the classes that interest you. If you have an idea of what you want to major in, consider taking some of the general requirements in your major. If you're like most freshmen and have no idea what you want to major in yet, think about taking classes in areas that spark your interest. Have you always wanted to learn about space? Try an astronomy class. Do fossils intrigue you? Sign up for anthropology.

2. Get Requirements Out of the Way

Almost all colleges have core requirements to ensure that students explore subjects outside their major. These requirements range from foreign language and physical education to philosophy and lab sciences. The number of required courses, and subjects, varies from one college to the next. You should fulfill these requirements as soon as possible so that you can spend your final semesters concentrating on courses in your major.

3. Find a Balance of Hard and Easy Courses

You may be eager to jump into difficult classes your freshman year, but beware of taking too many. You may not realize how challenging college courses can be, and how much reading and other work they require. And don't forget that this will be your first semester on campus—you're in for lots of changes. Too many hard courses can put a real strain on you and it will show in your grades.

4. Find a Balance of Subject Areas

You should also take subjects that require different kinds of work. For example, some classes, like literature and history, require a lot of reading, while others, like journalism, require a lot of writing. And courses like math and science will have you solving problem sets. Choose a variety of subjects, so you're not stuck having to read five books or writing five research papers in one week.

5. Take Advantage of Your Advisor

Most colleges assign you an academic advisor for your first year. When you arrive on campus, make it a priority to set up an appointment with your advisor and come with questions. If your advisor can't answer all your questions, seek the advice of department chairpersons and teachers of classes you're considering.

6. Use AP® Credits, Placement Exams, and More

Before you register, find out if you've already fulfilled any of your core requirements. If you score high on AP Exams, for example, you may not have to take certain classes, such as a lab science. Acing a placement exam could free you from taking the required language course. And, before you sign up for tap dancing, find out if your years on the gymnastics team count toward the physical education requirement.

7. Take a Writing Course

It's in your best interest to take a writing class during your first semester, even if you're not required to do so. You can apply the writing skills you develop in this course to all your other courses throughout college, and in whatever career you choose.

8. Make a Plan for Registration Day

Registering for classes can be a nail-biting experience. Some of you will be forced to stand in long lines, others will have to enter a lottery to get into popular classes, and still others will have to select courses on a computer system. You can be sure that some of the classes you want will be full, or that you'll have to choose between two classes that are held at the same time. So, after you come up with your dream schedule, make a list of alternative classes. Your preparations will make registration day easier, and help you start your first year off right.

Get to Know Your College Professors

Cultivating Relationships With Faculty

After listening to your biology professor lecture for an hour and a half on the Krebs cycle, you may be less than inspired to linger after class for further discussion on cellular respiration.

Don't hesitate, though, to approach your professors outside of the classroom. Professors genuinely want to get to know you—that's a good part of why they became teachers. Getting to know them will enrich many parts of your college experience, such as:

Your Understanding of Coursework

If you have a question after a lecture or doing some reading, take the time to ask your professor about it after class or during office hours. You'll get the information you need to better grasp the material and give your professor the opportunity to see your interest and enthusiasm.

Your Motivation

Even if you have a perfect understanding of the class material, your professors can still help you push yourself to do your best. For example, they can give you suggestions for related reading or help you explore and choose topics for an assignment.

Your Grades

A huge advantage of seeing your professor before turning in a paper or taking a test is that the professor gains insight into how hard you prepared. This will be an important factor when it comes to grading your work, since it makes your professor more likely to give you the benefit of the doubt and to give you credit for your effort. If you don't get to know your professors, by contrast, they have no way of knowing whether your work has flaws because you didn't take enough time on it, or, as you may have explained in office hours, because it is the first lengthy research paper you've ever written.

Your Letters of Recommendation

When it comes time to apply for internships, jobs, or graduate school, you'll probably need professors to write letters of recommendation for you. They can write much better letters, of course, if they know you as more than a face in a crowd.

Your Networking Opportunities

Your professors may be able to help you plug into a professional community or even find an internship or job. For example, let's say you can't get enough of contemporary fiction, and you're considering becoming a book editor. Your creative writing teacher may be able to tell you about local author readings, invite you to book parties, or put you in touch with a publishing house.

Granted, some professors may be more approachable than others. You may get someone to answer a question after class, or someone who ends up being a mentor. But whatever role they play, they're there to help you learn. They're a resource that you shouldn't pass on.

How to Take on College Studying

Your Cramming Days Are Over

In college, you may be shocked by the workload you suddenly face. Read a whole book for the next class? A test on three chapters when the semester has hardly begun?

Think of college as a full-time job, in which you spend about 40 hours a week on class, labs, section meetings, and study groups, and doing homework. And you're largely responsible for deciding exactly how much time to allocate to each task. Getting organized and using your time well are key to succeeding academically.

Decide Where and When to Study

Come up with a specific plan for where and what you'll study during any gaps in your schedule. In addition to making use of transitional times during the day, it's generally a good idea to avoid studying too late at night, when you tend to be tired, work inefficiently, and forget much of the material you cover. The best places to study have the following qualities:

· Good light

· Comfortable temperature

· Good desk space

Beyond that, different environments have their own pros and cons. Ultimately, the decision of where to study depends on two factors: the environment in which you are best able to concentrate and the type of work you are planning to do. For completing problem sets or brainstorming possible test questions, you may want to study with a group or at least in a setting where others in the class are available for discussion. When you are reading Friedrich Nietzsche's Beyond Good and Evil or working on a research paper, by contrast, you are probably better off in a less social environment.

Develop Good Study Habits Early On

Here are some simple tips to help you improve your study habits:

· Have a routine for where and when you study.

· Decide in advance what you'll study, choosing reasonable and specific goals that you can accomplish.

· Do things that are harder or require more intense thought earlier in the day.

· Take breaks so that you stay fresh and don't waste time looking at material but not absorbing it.

· Make use of "dead" time right before and after class and in breaks between other activities.

· Get to know students whom you respect and can study with or call and ask questions.

· Keep up with the workload and seek help at the time you need it. You don't want to become paralyzed by stress or get so far behind in the work that it is too late to begin studying the material you've skipped.

Do the Reading

There's a big difference between reading effectively and merely skimming the text without thinking about your relationship to the material. To read more effectively:

· Read assigned materials before class so that you'll be able to ask questions about and have a context for understanding them.

· Take notes on the reading instead of highlighting the text. It's a more active form of learning, because it requires you to think through and rephrase the key points. Later, you can highlight the important ideas from your notes on the reading and your class notes. Having written notes apart from the text will also be a great help when it comes time to review the material for tests.

How to Do Your Best on College Exams

Tips and Techniques for Before, During, and After

As you near the end of your high school years, you've likely become quite a pro at taking tests—from standardized multiple choice exams, to short answers, to more intense essay tests.

Exhausted as you may be from all this test taking, the good news is that these experiences will serve you well in college. Many of the test formats that you are used to will be similar to the ones you'll see again and again. The difference is that college-level tests will cover more material on more complicated subjects. Use the rest of your time in high school to try out the following suggested test-taking techniques.

Multiple Choice

· Read instructions carefully to see if there can be more than one answer.

· Cover the choices with your hand and answer the question in your head first. Then check to see if your response is there.

· Eliminate answers you know aren't right.

· Read all the choices before choosing your final answer.

· Don't change your answer over and over. Generally your first instinct is right (unless you've misread the question).

· If you can't answer a question right away, put a mark next to it and come back to it later.

· Make educated guesses if there is no penalty for wrong answers.

· Use clues from questions you can answer to help you with questions you can't answer.

True/False

· If any part of the question is false, the answer is false.

· Words such as never, always, and every mean that the statement must be true all of the time. Statements with these kinds of words are often false.

· Words such as usually, sometimes, and generally mean that the statement can be true or false depending on the situation. Statements with these types of words are often true.

Essay Tests

· Read questions carefully to be sure you know exactly what they are asking. For example, if a question asks you to summarize, don't include every last detail.

· Create an outline before you write. Use the outline to organize your thoughts and let you get right to the point when you start writing. If you don't have time to finish writing you may get partial credit for the ideas that you have outlined.

· If the question asks for facts, don't give your opinion.

· Keep your introductions and conclusions brief. An effective method is to repeat part of the question in the topic sentence to show that you are answering exactly what is asked.

· Write clearly and concisely. Provide just one main idea per paragraph, and include details to support that idea.

· Budget your time. If you have an hour to write two essays, don't spend more than 30 minutes on each.

· Write neatly, so professors can read your answers.

· Proofread your work.

Short Answer

· Prepare for short-answer tests by using flash cards with definitions of key terms and phrases discussed in class.

· Make an educated guess if you don't know an answer. A partially correct answer will gain you more test points than leaving it blank.

· Respond with simple, concise sentences, not long flowery ones. Try to pack each sentence with important information.

Open Book

With open-book tests, it's all about preparation, especially organizing your resources.

· Put tabs on important pages in the books you'll be using so you can find critical information easily and quickly during the test.

· Know the layout and structure of your text books.

· Number your class notes and create a coordinating table of contents for easy access on test day.

· Write down formulas and other data you'll need on a separate sheet of paper.

College Survival Tips

Making the Transition

The jump to college can be stressful. You're leaving behind your school, friends, family, and home, and going off to explore a new place, make new friends, learn new things, and set your own priorities.

Many students overlook the stress involved in making so many big changes in such a brief period of time. The more prepared you are for college when you get there, the more ready you'll be to confront any new pressures. Here are some realities to consider, and a few common-sense ways to help you handle them:

The Work Is Harder

Courses are at a higher level than high-school classes and the material is presented at a faster pace. Plus, professors are likely to assign more reading, writing, and problem sets than you may be used to.

Your Strategy

All first-year college students contend with this bend in the learning curve, so don't think having to struggle to keep up is somehow a failing on your part. Give yourself an opportunity to adjust gradually to the new academic demands. Choose a course load that includes some challenging classes and others that will be less intense.

You Make the Schedule

You are responsible for managing your time in college. If you cut classes and don't do assignments, no one will nag you. You may wish they had if it comes time for the final and you don't know the material.

Your Strategy

Buy a calendar and make sure you write down when and where your classes meet, when assignments are due, and when tests will take place. Give yourself ample time to study rather than waiting until the last minute and pulling an all-nighter.

More Independence—and Responsibility

You may not have the same day-to-day support system as you do now. For example, how will you manage your money and debt, especially when credit card companies are bombarding you with offers? Who is around to make sure you're not getting sick or run down? Factors like stress, late-night parties, and generally pushing yourself too hard can take a toll.

Your Strategy

Don't always do what's easiest at the time. Make smart decisions. For example, when it comes to your money, stick to a budget and use credit cards wisely. When it comes to your health, get enough sleep, eat well, and pay attention to what your body tells you. You'll need energy to enjoy all that college has to offer.

A New Social Scene

New social opportunities (and pressures) abound. Suddenly, you can recreate yourself in any way you want.

Your Strategy

While forming new friendships can be exhilarating, true friendships are formed slowly, and the beginning of college can consequently be a lonely time. If you're unsure about participating in certain social scenes or activities, don't hesitate to seek guidance about the best ways to resist these pressures. Talk to parents, trusted friends from high school, and college counselors.

College is full of resources—professors, tutors, counselors, and often resident advisors. In college, it is up to you to initiate getting help. The good news is that once you do adjust to college life, it opens new doors to all sorts of learning—and living.

Free College Resources

Get Help Meeting College Demands

While getting accepted to college is a major achievement, succeeding in college is an even bigger one. To give yourself every advantage, tap into college resources.

Colleges Are Communities

The more involved you are in your community, the more likely you are to stay in college and complete your degree. Several studies have found that students who live on campus and are involved in school activities are more likely to graduate. Why? Perhaps these students are more aware of the resources that their college has to offer.

Academic Assistance

Don't be shy about asking for help.

· Meet with your professors during office hours to ask any questions you have about assignments and course topics. If you have a problem with a professor, you should speak with the chair of the department or with a dean of undergraduate studies.

· Get help with basic composition techniques in your school's writing center.

· See if tutors are also available through a particular department.

· Look into study groups with other students in your courses. These groups are a great way to get support in a more informal setting.

Residential Services

College residences usually have a resident advisor who can address issues outside of your regular courses. If necessary, your advisor can direct you to other campus services for more specific forms of support, assistance, or information.

Also, many colleges have living-learning programs which let you live with others who have similar interests, interact with faculty outside of the classroom, and broaden your involvement in academic, social, and leadership activities.

College Counseling Services

If you're having a tough time coping with stress, pressures from home, or problems in relationships, or if you feel isolated or depressed or have other personal issues that you want help working through, mental health counselors are a great resource. Colleges generally offer free and confidential counseling to students for a set number of sessions or semesters. If you have continued counseling needs, they can refer you to off-campus counselors and psychologists.

Health Centers

The doctors and nurses at college health centers provide medical services and education. Services include treatment of illness and injury, immunizations, and diagnostic testing. Counseling and health centers often are joined or work together with the goal of maintaining students' overall wellness. Like counseling services, all services at college health centers are confidential.

Religious Centers

Most colleges have clergy members with whom you can talk, as well as religious organizations that hold services and sponsor activities. Religious centers can be a good source of support and a stabilizing influence in what can otherwise be an ungrounded environment.

Financial Resources

The financial aid office at your school can explain your financing and loan options. Aid forms can be daunting, but financial aid counselors know all the options and can introduce you to strategies you may not have previously considered. If you have questions about or problems with work-study, this is the place to go, too.

The key to meeting college demands is being knowledgeable about the resources available to you. The earlier you start taking advantage of these resources, the better.
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