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2.2 Organizing Your Space

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Recognize the importance of organizing your space to your best advantage for studying.
Avoid distractions in the space where you are studying.

Understand the myth of multitasking and prevent distractions from your personal technology.

Now that you’ve worked up an attitude for success and are feeling motivated, it’s time to get

organized. You need to organize both your space and your time.

Space is important for many reasons—some obvious, some less so. People’s moods, attitudes, and

levels of work productivity change in different spaces. Learning to use space to your own advantage

helps get you off to a good start in your studies. Here are a few of the ways space matters:

Everyone needs his or her own space. This may seem simple, but everyone needs some physical
area, regardless of size, that is really his or her own—even if it’s only a small part of a shared space.
Within your own space, you generally feel more secure and in control.

Physical space reinforces habits. For example, using your bed primarily for sleeping makes it
easier to fall asleep there than elsewhere and also makes it not a good place to try to stay awake and
alert for studying.

Different places create different moods. While this may seem obvious, students don’t always
use places to their best advantage. One place may be bright and full of energy, with happy students
passing through and enjoying themselves—a place that puts you in a good mood. But that may
actually make it more difficult to concentrate on your studying. Yet the opposite—a totally quiet,
austere place devoid of color and sound and pleasant decorations—can be just as unproductive if it
makes you associate studying with something unpleasant. Everyone needs to discover what space

works best for himself or herself—and then let that space reinforce good study habits.

Use Space to Your Advantage and to Avoid Distractions

Begin by analyzing your needs, preferences, and past problems with places for studying. Where do you

usually study? What are the best things about that place for studying? What distractions are most likely to

occur there?
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The goal is to find, or create, the best place for studying, and then to use it regularly so that studying there

becomes a good habit.

Choose a place you can associate with studying. Make sure it’s not a place already associated
with other activities (eating, watching television, sleeping, etc.). Over time, the more often you study
in this space, the stronger will be its association with studying, so that eventually you'll be completely
focused as soon as you reach that place and begin.

Your study area should be available whenever you need it. If you want to use your home,
apartment, or dorm room but you never know if another person may be there and possibly distract
you, then it’s probably better to look for another place, such as a study lounge or an area in the library.
Look for locations open at the hours when you may be studying. You may also need two study
spaces—one in or near where you live, another on campus. Maybe you study best at home but have an
hour free between two classes, and the library is too far away to use for only an hour? Look for a
convenient empty classroom.

Your study space should meet your study needs. An open desk or table surface usually works
best for writing, and you’ll tire quickly if you try to write notes sitting in an easy chair (which might
also make you sleepy). You need good light for reading, to avoid tiring from eyestrain. If you use a
laptop for writing notes or reading and researching, you need a power outlet so you don’t have to stop
when your battery runs out.

Your study space should meet your psychological needs. Some students may need total
silence with absolutely no visual distractions; they may find a perfect study carrel hidden away on the
fifth floor in the library. Other students may be unable to concentrate for long without looking up
from reading and momentarily letting their eyes move over a pleasant scene. Some students may find
it easier to stay motivated when surrounded by other students also studying; they may find an open
space in the library or a study lounge with many tables spread out over an area. Experiment to find
the setting that works best for you—and remember that the more often you use this same space, the
more comfortable and effective your studying will become.

You may need the support of others to maintain your study space. Students living at home,
whether with a spouse and children or with their parents, often need the support of family members

to maintain an effective study space. The kitchen table probably isn’t best if others pass by frequently.
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Be creative, if necessary, and set up a card table in a quiet corner of your bedroom or elsewhere to
avoid interruptions. Put a “do not disturb” sign on your door.

¢ Keep your space organized and free of distractions. You want to prevent sudden impulses to
neaten up the area (when you should be studying), do laundry, wash dishes, and so on. Unplug a
nearby telephone, turn off your cell phone, and use your computer only as needed for studying. If
your e-mail or message program pops up a notice every time an e-mail or message arrives, turn off
your Wi-Fi or detach the network cable to prevent those intrusions.

e Plan for breaks. Everyone needs to take a break occasionally when studying. Think about the space
you’re in and how to use it when you need a break. If in your home, stop and do a few exercises to get
your blood flowing. If in the library, take a walk up a couple flights of stairs and around the stacks
before returning to your study area.

e Prepare for human interruptions. Even if you hide in the library to study, there’s a chance a
friend may happen by. At home with family members or in a dorm room or common space, the odds
increase greatly. Have a plan ready in case someone pops in and asks you to join them in some fun
activity. Know when you plan to finish your studying so that you can make a plan for later—or for
tomorrow at a set time.

The Distractions of Technology

Multitasking is the term commonly used for being engaged in two or more different activities at the same

time, usually referring to activities using devices such as cell phones, smartphones, computers, and so on.

Many people claim to be able to do as many as four or five things simultaneously, such as writing an e-

mail while responding to an instant message (IM) and reading a tweet, all while watching a video on their

computer monitor or talking on the phone. Many people who have grown up with computers consider this
kind of multitasking a normal way to get things done, including studying. Even people in business
sometimes speak of multitasking as an essential component of today’s fast-paced world.

It is true that some things can be attended to while you're doing something else, such as checking e-mail

while you watch television news—but only when none of those things demands your full attention. You

can concentrate 80 percent on the e-mail, for example, while 20 percent of your attention is listening for
something on the news that catches your attention. Then you turn to the television for a minute, watch

that segment, and go back to the e-mail. But you're not actually watching the television at the same
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time you’re composing the e-mail—you're rapidly going back and forth. In reality, the mind can focus only
on one thing at any given moment. Even things that don’t require much thinking are severely impacted by
multitasking, such as driving while talking on a cell phone or texting. An astonishing number of people
end up in the emergency room from just trying to walk down the sidewalk while texting, so common is it
now to walk into a pole or parked car while multitasking!

“Okay,” you might be thinking, “why should it matter if I write my paper first and then answer e-mails or
do them back and forth at the same time?” It actually takes you longer to do two or more things
at the same time than if you do them separately—at least with anything that you actually have to
focus on, such as studying. That’s true because each time you go back to studying after looking away to a
message or tweet, it takes time for your mind to shift gears to get back to where you were. Every time your
attention shifts, add up some more “downtime”—and pretty soon it’s evident that multitasking is costing
you a lot more time than you think. And that’s assuming that your mind does fully shift back to where you
were every time, without losing your train of thought or forgetting an important detail. It doesn’t always.
The other problem with multitasking is the effect it can have on the attention span—and even on how the
brain works. Scientists have shown that in people who constantly shift their attention from one thing to
another in short bursts, the brain forms patterns that make it more difficult to keep sustained attention on
any one thing. So when you really do need to concentrate for a while on one thing, such as when studying
for a big test, it becomes more difficult to do even if you're not multitasking at that time. It’s as if your
mind makes a habit of wandering from one thing to another and then can’t stop.

So stay away from multitasking whenever you have something important to do, like studying. If it’s
already a habit for you, don’t let it become worse. Manipulate your study space to prevent the temptations
altogether. Turn your computer off—or shut down e-mail and messaging programs if you need the
computer for studying. Turn your cell phone off—if you just tell yourself not to answer it but still glance at
it each time to see who sent or left a message, you're still losing your studying momentum and have to
start over again. For those who are really addicted to technology (you know who you are!), go to the
library and don’t take your laptop or cell phone.

In the later section in this chapter on scheduling your study periods, we recommend scheduling breaks as
well, usually for a few minutes every hour. If you're really hooked on checking for messages, plan to do

that at scheduled times.
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What about listening to music while studying? Some don’t consider that multitasking, and many students
say they can listen to music without it affecting their studying. Studies are inconclusive about the positive
or negative effects of music on people’s ability to concentrate, probably because so many different factors
are involved. But there’s a huge difference between listening to your favorite CD and spontaneously
singing along with some of the songs and enjoying soft background music that enhances your study space
the same way as good lighting and pleasant décor. Some people can study better with low-volume
instrumental music that relaxes them and does not intrude on their thinking, while others can concentrate
only in silence. And some are so used to being immersed in music and the sounds of life that they

find total silence more distracting—such people can often study well in places where people are moving
around. The key thing is to be honest with yourself: if you're actively listening to music while you’re
studying, then you’re likely not studying as well as you could be. It will take you longer and lead to less

successful results.

Family and Roommate Issues

Sometimes going to the library or elsewhere is not practical for studying, and you have to find a way to
cope in a shared space.

Part of the solution is time management. Agree with others on certain times that will be reserved for
studying; agree to keep the place quiet, not to have guests visiting, and to prevent other distractions.
These arrangements can be made with a roommate, spouse, and older children. If there are younger
children in your household and you have child-care responsibility, it’s usually more complicated. You may
have to schedule your studying during their nap time or find quiet activities for them to enjoy while you
study. Try to spend some time with your kids before you study, so they don’t feel like you're ignoring
them. (More tips are offered later in this chapter.)

The key is to plan ahead. You don’t want to find yourself, the night before an exam, in a place that offers
no space for studying.

Finally, accept that sometimes you’ll just have to say no. If your roommate or a friend often tries to engage
you in conversation or suggests doing something else when you need to study, just say no. Learn to be

firm but polite as you explain that you just really have to get your work done first. Students who live at
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home may also have to learn how to say no to parents or family members—just be sure to explain the
importance of the studying you need to do! Remember, you can’t be everything to everyone all the time.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e  Where you study can have a huge impact on the effectiveness of your study efforts. Choose and organize
your space to your advantage.

e How you control your study space can help you prevent distractions, especially those caused by other
people or your personal technology.

e Attempting to multitask while studying diminishes the quality of your study time and results in a loss of
time.

e Control your study space to prevent or manage potential interruptions from family members or
roommates.

CHECKPOINT EXERCISES

1. For each of the following statements, circle T for true or F for false:

T

-

Your bed is usually a good place to study if you can keep the room quiet.

T | F | To study well, use the most drab, boring place you can find.

An empty classroom can be a good place to get some studying done if you happen to have an hour free between
T | F | classes.

To maintain a clear focus while studying, limit the time you spend checking for e-mail and text messages to every ten
T | F | minutes or so. Put your cell phone on vibrate mode and keep it in your pocket where you can more easily ignore it.

T | F | It's OK to have the television or radio on while you study as long as you don’t give it your full attention.

The key to avoiding interruptions and distractions from family members or roommates is to plan ahead for when and
T | F | where you'll study.

2. Class discussion exercise: Share stories about distractions caused by roommates and others that you and
other students have experienced. Brainstorm together how to handle similar situations next time they

arise.
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3.1 Types of Thinking

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Understand that there are different types of thinking.

2. Identify how each type of thinking contributes to learning.

So what are the various types of thinking skills, and what kind things are we doing when we apply them?
In the 1950s, Benjamin Bloom developed a classification of thinking skills that is still helpful today; it is
known as Bloom’s taxonomy. He lists six types of thinking skills, ranked in order of complexity:
knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Figure 3.2 "Types of
Thinking Skills" outlines each skill and what is involved in that type of thinking, as updated by Lorin

Anderson and David Krothwohl. !

Figure 3.2 Types of Thinking Skills
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Thinking Skill What It Involves

Retrieving or repeating information or ideas from

1. Remembering memory. This is the first and most basic thinking skill you
and Recalling develop (starting as a toddler with learning numbers,

letters, and colors).

Interpreting, constructing meaning, inferring, or
explaining material from written, spoken, or graphic
sources. Reading is the most common understanding skill;
these skills are developed starting with early education.

2. Understanding

Assessing, making judgments. and drawing conclusions

Evaluating of v iy to as critical th

ently during your collegs

Critical thinking is the first focus of

All of these thinking skills are important for college work (and life in the “real world,” too). You've likely
had a great deal of experience with the lower-level thinking skills (yellow section). The midlevel skills are
skills you will get a lot of practice with in college, and you may be well on your way to mastering them
already. The higher-level thinking skills (red section) are the most demanding, and you will need to invest

focused effort to develop them.
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EXERCISE: THOUGHT INVENTORY

Think about Figure 3.2 "Types of Thinking Skills". Are you using all six thinking skills? Reflect on your
schoolwork in the past three weeks and identify specific examples where you used each of the thinking
skills. Use the comment column to write notes about the skills that are second nature to you and those

you would like to develop further.

Skill Set How You Used It in the Past Three Weeks | Comments

Remembering and Recalling

Understanding

Applying

Analyzing

Evaluating

Page 9



Creating

Look at the lists of things you actually did in each case. Notice that there are certain verbs that apply to
each skill set. When you see those verbs as a prompt in an assignment or an exam, you will know what
kind of thinking the instructor expects from you. Table 3.1 "Thinking Verbs" lists some of the most

common verbs associated with each thinking skill.

TABLE 3.1 THINKING VERBS

1. Remembering Bookmark, count, describe, draw, enumerate, find, google, identify, label, list, match,
and Recalling name, quote, recall, recite, search, select, sequence, tell, write

Blog, conclude, describe, discuss, explain, generalize, identify, illustrate, interpret,
2. Understanding | paraphrase, predict, report, restate, review, summarize, tell, tweet

Apply, articulate, change, chart, choose, collect, compute, control, demonstrate,
determine, do, download, dramatize, imitate, implement, interview, install (as in
software), participate, prepare, produce, provide, report, role-play, run (software),
3. Applying select, share, show, solve, transfer, use

Analyze, break down, characterize, classify, compare, contrast, debate, deduce, diagram,
differentiate, discriminate, distinguish, examine, infer, link, outline, relate, research,
4. Analyzing reverse-engineer, separate, subdivide, tag

Appraise, argue, assess, beta test, choose, collaborate, compare, contrast, conclude,
critique, criticize, decide, defend, “friend/de-friend,” evaluate, judge, justify, network,
5. Evaluating post, predict, prioritize, prove, rank, rate, review, select, support

Adapt, animate, blog, combine, compose, construct, create, design, develop, devise,
film, formulate, integrate, invent, make, model, modify, organize, perform, plan,
6. Creating podcast, produce, program, propose, rearrange, remix, revise, rewrite, structure
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Throughout this book, we give tips that will help you develop your thinking skills. You have read about the
learning cycle and the importance of applying your knowledge. You will learn tips

for remembering information from your notes and classes. Preparing for class requires you

to analyze what you know and what you need to learn. The sections on listening and reading will help you
develop your understanding skills. Look for those tips and practice them.

In this chapter, we will focus on critical thinking (evaluating) and creative thinking. They deserve specific
focus because they are likely to be the skills you have least practice with. These are the skills most helpful
for success in college and in “real life.” Creative thinking will help you come up with possible solutions for

problems and new ideas. Critical thinking will help you decide which of those ideas have most merit and

deserve to be implemented.
KEY TAKEAWAYS

e We use different types of thinking skills to address different requirements, and these skills are classified in
Bloom’s taxonomy.

e  You have been using many thinking skills since childhood.

e  Two very important thinking skills you will need to develop for success in college and in life are critical (or
evaluative) thinking and creative thinking.

CHECKPOINT EXERCISES

1. List three verbs that are associated with application skills.

2. What is another name for “evaluation” thinking skills?

3. What thinking skills are associated with each of the following?

a. Compose and design:

b. Tweet and describe:

c. Break down and discriminate:
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d. Rank and beta test:

e. Enumerate and google:

[1] L. W. Anderson and David R. Krathwohl, eds., A Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching, and Assessing: A Revision of

Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon, 2001).
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