I have a suggestion for your New Year’s resolution – be a better student in 2012.
Here at the end of your first semester you have a chance to reflect on what worked and what didn’t work last semester.  I am full of opinions regarding some of the things that don’t work and some that I think do work in terms of getting better grades and getting more out of college courses.  Here are some of my suggestions.
[bookmark: _GoBack]1. Attend every class.  I teach AGEC 424 (a four credit course in agribusiness finance) and I have taught at Purdue for 35 years.  I take attendance every period.  The correlation between class attendance and overall percentage score at the end of the semester is very high in my class.  I have talked to other professors in agricultural economics and in management and they observe the same thing.  Many times students delude themselves into thinking their attendance is good – but in their mind they do not count the times they had reasons to miss.  Don’t delude yourself.  If you miss a 50 minute class, it is highly unlikely that you will spend even 5 minutes figuring out what you missed, when in fact to actually determine what the professor said in the class, figure out what you missed, and learn the material you would have learned in class would take several hours at a minimum.  Most students “assume” they didn’t miss anything important or they “assume” the teacher will repeat the material.  Stop deluding yourself.  Go to every class.
2. Pay attention in class.  Don’t expect every professor to be a master entertainer who draws you in to effortlessly learning.  Life doesn’t work that way.  Learning is hard.  Most people feel some pain when learning new concepts and many students avoid the pain by tuning out and wishing they were somewhere else.  It may be painful, but you aren’t going to get hurt.  Get engaged in class, follow along, and answer the professor’s questions internally even if you don’t raise your hand.  If you don’t understand something, ASK QUESTIONS.  Yes, ask even dumb questions.  If you don’t understand enough to ask an intelligent question, ask a stupid question or better yet, just tell the professor you don’t understand what he just said enough to ask a question.  We (professors) can’t read your minds, but the vast majority of professors want to do everything within their power to help you learn.  We may get frustrated with you, but in the end we really appreciate getting questions.
3. Study.  Most students appear to believe that the worst mistake they can make is to study more than they “need” to for a class.  This is an insane attitude.  You hear students bragging about getting a good grade without doing any work in this class or that class.  Have you thought of how dumb that is?  It is like bragging about not eating anything at a buffet (it was all you can eat for one price, but I didn’t eat hardly at all) or bragging about getting a bad deal on a purchase (I paid a lot for this but I’m going to make sure I never use it).  I survey my class after the first exam every year and almost everyone but the Asian students study less than 4 hours for the exam.  This is a joke to me.  I teach a 4 credit course and students can’t even study more than 4 hours for the exams?  It is not a mistake to learn too much. Dial it up.
4. Make school your highest priority.  Take a look at where you spend your time.  Are you on Facebook a lot?  Do you text hundreds of texts a day? Do you spend time in the evenings with friends and sleep late? Do you consider fun the weekend priority or is the weekend a real chance for extended study? Take a careful look at your life and figure out where you are wasting your time.  Cut out the waste and use it to study.  
5. Know when you don’t know something you are expected to know.  Professors ALL tell you what they expect you to know.  Some (like me) spell it out more literally than others.  But, even though I say things like “there will be a set of bond problems just like the example in class on the test” students will still miss the problems on the test.  They didn’t ask me any questions about those problems, so I ask “were they not in class?” or “do they not mind getting bad grades?” or what is it?  You have to develop the habit of being uncomfortable when you don’t know what you are expected to know.  Don’t be comfortable letting the lack of knowledge persist.  Don’t just forget about it. Don’t delude yourself into thinking you will figure it out later.  If you don’t know something – FIGURE IT OUT NOW. Treat it with some urgency. Read the book.  Read the on-line materials.  Go to office hours.  Ask others in your class. Ask the professor in class.  If you don’t get on this, then when the material builds, you will get further and further behind.  Don’t dig yourself a big hole that becomes too hard to get out of.
6. Learn from your mistakes.  As a professor, the thing that floors me the most is grading finals and seeing exactly the same mistakes on the final that I corrected and wrote notes to students on the hour exams. What the heck are people doing?  When you get a test or assignment back, figure out what you did wrong and then NEVER do that again!  If you don’t know what you did wrong, go back to my points 5, 4, and 3.
7. Figure out how to remember multiple step processes on tests.  Many classes in agricultural economics and management are like AGEC 424 in the respect that each topic in the class is geared to a way of thinking in regard to how you approach some problem or situation.  For example, you have all had AGEC 203 and you learned the concepts of supply and demand curves and market clearing prices, and these concepts are a great help in thinking about markets.  In AGEC 424 I observe that if there are more than two steps involved in figuring something out, then the grades on that problem on the test really spread out.  Many students get all the points, but it ranges down to where some students miss all the points.  As a teacher, I do not think “memorizing” is a good approach.  We are teaching you a way of thinking, so figure out that way of thinking.  We want you to think analytically and critically.  You have to have your brain plugged in to the concepts. Learn the vocabulary and use it in your internal thinking. Most of the time, it isn’t that hard to think it through if you have been present and engaged in class.  For example, if a bond pays interest semiannually and you know the annual interest it pays, yes, divide by two is correct to get the interest payment per six months.  However, if you are memorizing what to do, you can easily get into dividing something by two that should have been multiplied by two and vice versa and then missing every single problem.  I don’t know what will work best for you, but I do know that the more steps there are to problems in my class, more students have trouble.  I think they might be doing the homework and practice problems by following too closely to examples, rather than thinking it through and making sure they can do the problems without the examples.
8. Get organized.  I swear there are students who come to my class without a pen to write with or paper to write on.  Do you keep a calendar?  Do you make to-do lists? Do you keep the materials for your courses organized?  If you are relying on your memory to magically remind you of what is the most important use of your time, then this is an area that you could really improve.  I mention lots of tips in my class.  This item will be on the test.  Here is a mistake students often make.  This is something you need for the term project.  On and on the information comes and a percentage of the class just sits there staring at me. Stop staring at the professor and write it down!  Keep lists of tips and ideas for what you need to do to prepare for tests and projects.  
9. Use course files.  You will do a lot better on tests and homework if you know what the professor expects and what kind of questions will be asked.  Course files are a good source of information for this.  I do not recommend copying homework from files, but if you can see the approach needed from the file, it can save you a lot of time, increase your grades, and avoid mistakes. I also do not recommend studying ONLY old tests, but you definitely should include studying old tests in your preparation.  If you can’t find course files, raise this with the professor, perhaps (s)he would be willing to provide some information from past semesters.
10. Act like you are working for yourself.  You are.  When you are in school you are self employed at the job of getting your education.  Many people who are hard workers when working on the farm or working for someone else become slackers when in school.  Why on earth would you not work harder for yourself than you would work for someone else?  Work the extra hours, get the job done, have pride in your work – work hard because this is going to have a huge effect on the rest of your life.

