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Prsentation de l'diteurLooking to jumpstart your GPA? Most college students believe that straight As can be 
achieved only through cramming and painful all-nighters at the library. But Cal Newport knows that real 
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straight-A students dont study harderthey study smarter. A breakthrough approach to acing academic 
assignments, from quizzes and exams to essays and papers, How to Become a Straight-A Student reveals for 
the first time the proven study secrets of real straight-A students across the country and weaves them into a 

simple, practical system that anyone can master. You will learn how to: Streamline and maximize your study 
time Conquer procrastination Absorb the material quickly and effectively Know which reading assignments 

are criticaland which are not Target the paper topics that wow professors Provide A+ answers on exams 
Write stellar prose without the agonyA strategic blueprint for success that promises more free time, more 

fun, and top-tier results, How to Become a Straight-A Student is the only study guide written by students for 
studentswith the insider knowledge and real-world methods to help you master the college system and rise to 
the top of the class.ExtraitA common complaint I hear from students is that they never seem to have enough 

time to finish all of their work. They vent about how many hours they spendlate nights reviewing in the 
library, weekends sacrificed to paper writingbut no matter how hard they try, there always seems to be 

something else due. As Matthew, a straight-A student from Brown, explains, its easy for college students to 
become stuck in a state of permanent catch-up. Understandably, these students feel like they have reached 
their academic limit; they believe that unless they forgo sleep or any semblance of a social life, there are 
simply not enough hours in the day to stay on top of all their schoolwork.Lets start by getting one thing 

clear: This belief is false. The problem here is not the amount of available hours, but rather how each hour is 
spent. I know this from firsthand experience. While researching this book, I spent time with some of the 

countrys most accomplished students, and I can assure you that no matter how diligent you think you are, 
there is a Rhodes scholar out there who fits in three times the amount of work and activities you do and 

probably still manages to party harder than you would ever dare. I dont mean to imply that everyone should 
aim to become a drunken Rhodes scholar (though it would certainly be fun to try); rather, my point is that a 

surprising amount of work, relaxation, and socializing can be extracted from a single twelvehour day. A lack 
of time, therefore, isnt enough to explain why so many students feel overwhelmed. So what does explain this 
phenomenon? The answer, as it turns out, has much more to do with how we work than what we're trying to 
accomplish.As humans, our minds have evolved to prefer short-term tasks such as run away from that lion or 

eat food. Therefore, when you walk into the library on a Sunday morning with the goal of finishing all of 
your homework and writing a paper, your brain isnt happy. The idea of spending eight consecutive hours 

trapped in a study carrel is dispiriting. Plus, its hard to focus for that long, so pretty soon fatigue will set in, 
your concentration will wander, and every distraction will suddenly seem impossibly appealing. Before you 
know it, the day will be over and you'll realize that you havent accomplished much productive work at all. 

The next day, new assignments will pile onto those you didnt finish on Sunday, and the tedious process 
starts all over again.Jason, a straightA student from the University of Pennsylvania, uses the term 

pseudoworking to describe this common approach to studying. The pseudoworker looks and feels like 
someone who is working hardhe or she spends a long time in the library and is not afraid to push on late into 
the nightbut, because of a lack of focus and concentration, doesn't actually accomplish much. This bad habit 
is endemic on most college campuses. For example, at Dartmouth there was a section of the main library that 

was open twentyfour hours a day, and the students I used to see in there late at night huddled in groups, 
gulping coffee and griping about their hardships, were definitely pseudoworking. The roommate who flips 
through her chemistry notes on the couch while watching TV is pseudoworking. The guy who brings three 
meals, a blanket, and six-pack of Red Bull to the study lounge in preparation for an all-day paperwriting 

marathon is also pseudoworking. By placing themselves in distracting environments and insisting on 
working in long tedious stretches, these students are crippling their brains ability to think clearly and 

efficiently accomplish the task at hand. The result is fatigue headaches and lackluster outcomes.The bigger 
problem here is that most students don't even realize that they're pseudoworking. To them pseudowork is 
workit's how they've always done it, and it's how all of their friends do it. It never crosses their mind that 

there might be a better way. StraightA students, on the other hand, know all about pseudowork. They fear it, 
and for good reason. It not only wastes time, but it's also mentally draining. There is just no way to be 

wellbalanced, happy, and academically successful if youre regularly burning through your free hours in long, 
painful stretches of inefficient studying. The students I interviewed for this book emphasized again and 

again the importance of avoiding this trap. In fact, when asked what one skill was most important in 
becoming a nongrind straightA student, most of them cited the ability to get work done quickly and with a 

minimum of wasted effort.So how do these students achieve this goal? A big part of the solution is 
timingthey gain efficiency by compressing work into focused bursts. To understand the power of this 



approach, consider the following simple formula:work accomplished = time spent x intensity of 
focusPseudo-work features a very low intensity of focus. Therefore, to accomplish something by pseudo-

working, you need to spend a lot of time. The straightA approach, on the other hand, maximizes intensity in 
order to minimize time. For example, let's rank intensity on a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the most 

intense). Assume it takes ten hours to finish studying for a test by pseudo-working with a low intensity score 
of 3. According to our formula, this same amount of work can be accomplished in only three one-hour 

bursts, each with an intensity of 10. The work that took you all day Sunday to complete could instead be 
finished by studying an hour after breakfast, an hour after lunch, and an hour after dinnerthe rest of the day 

being free for you to relax!With this formula in mind, you can begin to understand why many straight-A 
students actually study less than their classmates: They replace long, low-intensity stretches of work with a 
small number of short, high-intensity sessions. Of course, this is not the whole story behind their success; 
what straight-A students actually do in these short bursts is also crucialtechnique is just as important as 
timing. Part Two (Quizzes and Exams) and Part Three (Essays and Papers) of this book are dedicated to 

these technical details. But learning how to follow an efficient schedule, and banishing pseudo-work from 
your college experience for good, is a crucial first step toward your academic overhaul.To accomplish this 
transformation, however, you will need to gain control over your lifestyleand that's often no small task. For 

example, you will need to spread out the intense work sessions so that you have time in between to recharge. 
This requires basic timemanagement skills. You're also going to have to overcome your urge to 

procrastinate, because scheduling your work is meaningless if you don't actually work in the time you set 
aside. This requires selfmotivation. Finally, to obtain the highest possible levels of intensity, you need to 
choose the right locations, times of day, and durations to study. If you aren't careful about how you select 
these three factors, you can unintentionally sabotage your ability to focus. This requires a smart planning 

strategy.Part One will teach you how to satisfy these requirements. It begins with the presentation of a 
simple time-management system, customized for the busy college lifestyle. Don't be frightened, the system 
is incredibly lightweightits designed to require only five minutes a day of planning and can survive periods 

of neglect. Part One then continues with a collection of battle-tested strategies to help you fight 
procrastination. This advice comes straight from the experiences of real students and has been proven to 
work amid the chaos and distractions of the typical undergraduate lifestyleit is simple, easy to apply, and 

surprisingly effective. This part concludes with a discussion of when during the day, where on campus, and 
for how long to study to maximize your productivity. The students interviewed for this book experimented 

extensively to find the right answers to these key questions, and, in this final step, I pass these answers on to 
you.Together, these basic skills are the foundation upon which all the advice in this book is built. Without 
them, youll be unable to implement the specific study techniques described in the parts that follow. Master 
them, however, and you will experience improvements in all aspects of your lifenot just grades. You'll have 
more free time, you'll get the sleep you crave, youll party harder, and you'll be able to devote more energy to 
your extracurricular interests. So relax. You are about to take your first step toward a much more enjoyable 

and productive college experience.Step 1Manage Your Time in Five Minutes a DayReal straight-A students, 
like most reasonable students, hate time management. After all, college is supposed to be about intellectual 

curiosity, making new friends, and becoming obsessed with needlessly complicated drinking games. An 
overwhelming interest in time management is best left to harried business executives (or, perhaps, premeds). 

At the same time, however, you cant abandon all attempts to keep tabs on your schedule. As mentioned in 
the introduction to Part One, all of the techniques described in this book require some ability to control your 
schedule. Ignore this skill, and you doom yourself to four long years of playing catch-up with your work. As 

Doris, a straightA student from Harvard, states: Time management is criticalit's a skill that you absolutely 
must develop over the course of your time at college.Most students, however, misunderstand the purpose of 
time managementthey believe its used only to cram as much work as possible into the day. But this is not the 
main motivation behind controlling your schedule. As it turns out, a little planning goes a long way toward 

reducing your daily stress levels. Having deadlines and obligations floating around in your mind is 
exhaustingit makes it impossible to completely relax, and, over time, can lead you down the path toward a 
breakdown. However, once you figure out what work needs to be done and when, its like a weight being 
lifted from your shoulders. The uncertainty vanishes: When you work, you can fully concentrate on the 

assignment in front of you, and when you relax, you can do so without any anxiety. I don't believe in giving 
up anything, says Jenna, a straight-A student from Princeton. Not my social life, not my extracurricular 
activities, not my academic success. Basic control over your schedule breeds balance. This is why time 



management, as Doris stated earlier, is the key to getting the most out of all aspects of your college 
experience.The goal of Step #1 is to present a time-management system that helps you achieve this stress-
free balance without requiring you to sacrifice the spontaneity and excitement of college. Specifically, we 
present a system tailored to the typical undergraduate lifestyle that meets the following criteria:1. Requires 

no more than five to ten minutes of effort in a single twenty-four-hour period.2. Doesn't force an 
unchangeable minute-by-minute schedule on your day.3. Helps you remember, plan, and complete important 

tasks before the very last moment.4. Can be quickly restarted after periods of neglect.We will cover the 
details of this system in a few simple steps and then conclude with a detailed case study so you can see how 
it works in a realistic setting.What You NeedThis system requires two pieces of equipment.1. A calendar: It 
doesn't matter what type of calendar, and it's not something that you have to carry around with you. It can be 

Microsoft Outlook or iCal on your computer, a cheap day planner, or one of those advertisement-laden 
freebies they hand out at orientation. It just has to be something that you can reference every morning that 

has enough space to record at least a dozen items for each day.2. A list: Some piece of writing material that 
you can update throughout the day. This you do have to carry around with you, so make it something simple, 

like a sheet of paper ripped out of a notebook each morning.The Basic IdeaRecord all of your to-dos and 
deadlines on your calendar. This becomes your master schedule, the one place that stores everything you 
need to do. The key to our system, however, is that you need to deal with your calendar only once every 

twenty-four hours. Each morning, you look at it to figure out what you should try to finish that day. Then, 
throughout the day, whenever you encounter a new to-do or deadline, simply jot it down on your list. The 
next morning, you can transfer this new stuff from your list onto your calendar, where it's safe. And we're 
back where we started.That's it. Pretty simple, right? The whole system can be summarized in three easy 

steps: (1) Jot down new tasks and assignments on your list during the day; (2) next morning, transfer these 
new items from your list onto your calendar; and (3) then take a couple of minutes to plan your day.Now, 

we'll examine these steps in a little more detail. In particular, we need some strategies for how to plan your 
day each morning using your calendar and what to do when unexpected events interfere and turn that plan 
upside down (trust me, this will happen more often than not).Update Your Calendar Each MorningThis is 

where the magic happens. Every morning, spend a few minutes to update your calendar and figure out what 
you should try to accomplish. This is the only serious time-management thinking you have to do for the 

whole day, so the demand is pretty reasonable. This updating process should proceed as follows:Find your 
list from the day before. It will probably look something like the example described in Figure 1. Don't worry 

too much about how this list is formatted; we will discuss that shortly. For now, focus on the things to 
remember column, which contains the new to-dos and deadlines that were jotted down throughout the 

day.Transfer these new items onto your calendar. Write the deadlines on the appropriate dates, and write the 
to-dos on the days when you plan to complete them. Following the example of our sample list, you would 

first jot down the econ study group time under Thursday's date and the French quiz under Friday's date. You 
would then choose a day to do laundry and jot down a reminder under that date, and choose a day to start 
internship research and jot down a reminder under this date. You can move these items around on your 

calendar as many times as you want, so don't worry too much about which date you initially choose for a 
new to-do. However, try to use some common sense. For example, if Wednesday afternoon and evening are 
packed with meetings and work, this might not be the best day to schedule doing your laundry. Similarly, if 
you have a big test Monday morning, don't schedule a lot of annoying errands for Sunday; you'll need your 

concentration for studying. If something is not especially time sensitive, such as the internship research 
example from above, don't be afraid to put it on a day far in the future, at a point when you know you will be 

less busysuch as right after midterms or at the beginning of a new semester.Revue de presseThis book 
delivers on its title 100 Percent. I wish I'd had a copy when I was in collegeI would have had a better GPA 

and a better social life!Jason Ryan Dorsey, author of My Reality Check Bounced!A smart, concise, fun, and 
above all informative guide on how to ace college by being smarter about how to work . . . This book is a 
must-have for anyone who wants to do well at college and enjoy it too. M. Cecilia Gaposchkin, Assistant 

Dean of Faculty for PreMajor Advising, Dartmouth College 


