
HOW TO DO WELL IN ECON 206 
 
1.1 Whenever possible sit in the front and the middle of the room. 
That way you can see and hear more easily. These are the “best 
seats in the house”, and at a hit Broadway musical they may cost you 
several hundred dollars for a less than two-hour performance. (Do 
not use violence to obtain these scarce resources – bribery is the 
appropriate economic strategy.)  
 

1.2 Cognitive science emphasizes the need to get adequate sleep. 
Your brain is doing all sorts of interesting stuff when you are asleep.  
 

1.3 During the break between lectures get up and walk around to 
get your blood supply circulating to your brain. (I say this to every 
class. Within a week you will all be lolling in your chairs like stuffed 
penguins.) 
 

1.4 Economics is not as difficult as most math or science courses, but 
it is not easy either. In particular, economics requires that you think 
analytically and abstractly about economic issues, many of which you 
think you are already familiar with. Economists sometimes think in 
ways that you may find counterintuitive; your intuition is not a good 
guide to answering exam questions. 
 

Although we will not do any math beyond simple arithmetic you 
must become adept at drawing and interpreting diagrams. 
 

1.5 Take careful notes. Here are some guides to note taking. 
 
https://www.stmarys-ca.edu/academics/academic-resources-support/student-academic-support-services/tutorial-
academic-skills-4 
 
Here is the complete set of St. Mary’s college study hints: 
 
https://www.stmarys-ca.edu/academics/academic-resources-support/student-engagement-and-academic-
success/tutorial-and-academic 
 
 



2.1 STUDY STRATEGIES 
 

There are two sorts of professors, those who believe that there are 
two sorts of students and those who don’t. I think that the students 
in my sections fall into two groups, one group consists of those of 
you who are here just to get a satisfactory grade and who merely 
need a “recognition” knowledge of the material (“recognizers”); the 
other group (“retainers”) who are here to learn the material in ECON 
206 so that they can retain it for future classes. 
 

A. “RECOGNIZERS” 
 

What I am about to write is academic anathema, and any self-
respecting university should drum me out of its campus for 
propounding such heretical ideas. However, an economist is 
someone who believes that because something is worth doing that 
does not necessarily mean that it is worth doing well, which means 
not everyone needs to learn economics at the retention level. If you 
are here just for the grade, a “recognizer”, then your task is a 
relatively simple one; you just need to keep the material in your head 
for long enough so that you can recognize it on the next exam. 
“Recognizers” should follow these simple rules: 
 
 
 

1. Attend class regularly.  
 

2. Study regularly – every day, every week. Do not procrastinate! 
 

3. Use 5 x 3 cards to take notes from the Commentaries and the 
lectures. Make notes on concepts, vocabulary, and tools (e.g. 
diagrams and the very small number of very simple equations). 
 

4. Use your 5 x 3 cards as flash cards to test your comprehension of 
the material.  
 



It is a sad fact, as most of you know, that recognizers can often do 
well on multiple-choice tests by engaging in cram sessions. However, 
this is not a good strategy in this course because four or five weeks 
of economics is very indigestible when crammed into your brain over 
a few hours or even days; you need to give yourselves time to digest 
the material. If you are a recognizer then you will find the final 
comprehensive exam something of a problem because you have to 
review everything that you have forgotten about CM1-CM25.  
 

Just reading something is a very passive activity , which is 
why you can read a chapter of a book three times and not remember 
anything that you read a day later. Indeed, repeated reading can be 
counterproductive. Psychologists call this “familiarity bias” : 
http://www.vox.com/2015/12/10/9882216/best-study-tips-memory-researchers. I have often had 
students tell me that they had studied hard (by which they meant 
that they had read the material more than once) and were convinced 
that they would do well on the test only to find that they could not 
answer most of the questions. They had fallen into the “familiarity 
bias” abyss. You are well prepared for the exams if you can get 90% 
of your 5x3 cards right under exam conditions.  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

I f  you are a “recognizer” then you can skip to the section 
on EXAMS. 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
“RETAINERS” 
 

If you are a “retainer”, and I dearly hope that every one of you is, 
then you want to learn and retain this material (because, for 
example, you plan to major in economics or a related field, or just 
because you want to get a decent return on the time and money you 
are investing in your education), therefore you should use a different 
study strategy than the “recognizers”. Your task is much harder 
because really learning anything is hard, but learning can also be 
enjoyable and is certainly rewarding.  



 

Cognitive scientists have studied how our brains learn. Unfortunately, 
learning is a very active process and not something that comes easily 
to most of us, including your beloved professor. In crude terms, we 
have a short-term memory and a long-term memory. If you rely on 
your short-term memory then, while you may be able to answer the 
multiple-choice questions on the exams you will retain very little of 
the material after the exams and even less beyond the end of the 
course. The way to transfer material from your short-term to your 
long-term memory is by unprompted rehearsal of the material. What 
I mean by this is that you should start every study session by writing 
down everything that you think you know about the Topic(s) before 
consulting your notes and the Commentaries. 
 

At first you will find this very uncomfortable. It will be helpful initially 
if you jot down a short set of headings when studying a Topic and 
use the list to prompt yourself, but try not to rely too much on the 
prompt sheet. Soon your brain will notice what you are doing and 
will start to store materials from the lectures and the Commentaries 
for you to retrieve at a later date. You need to repeat the exercise as 
often as is necessary for you to have a good recall – and then repeat 
the process a few more times so that you over-learn it. Of course, the 
key to really learning a subject like economics is to understand it! 
 
 
1. Ask questions – of yourself, or of a fellow student, or of me.  
 

2. Work in study groups. The optimal size for a study group is three 
people. Be critical but supportive. Your group should develop a set 
of perfect lecture notes by combining and revising your individual 
notes in conjunction with my Commentaries. Come to the group 
sessions with questions. Plan an exam strategy. Use the division of 
labor. Meet at least once a week, not just the evening before a test! 
Take turns in your study groups answering questions and giving one 



or two sentence explanations of why the correct choice is correct and 
why the wrong answers are wrong.  
 

3. Don’t just read the Commentaries and your lecture notes, study 
each Topic until you have mastered it. How do you know when you 
have mastered the material? Try to explain what you think you have 
learned to someone else, preferably a person with no prior exposure 
to economics – such as your roommate. If you can make her/him 
understand the material then you probably understand it yourself. 
Then, ask her/him to explain the argument to you. If she/he does a 
good job, then you probably did too. If she/he is confused then you 
will learn a lot by trying to “unconfuse” her/him. Repeat the process 
until you get it right.  
 

4. Anticipate exam questions. After you think that you have mastered 
a Topic see if you can guess what questions will be on the exam. Ask 
yourself what questions would you ask on this material. Use my 
lectures as a guide to what may be on the exams. If I spend a lot of 
class time on an issue it is likely that I will ask you a question about it. 
Pay careful attention to anything that I may say in class about the 
exams. 
 

5. Always study somewhere quiet and without distractions (such as 
music.) Multi-tasking is a myth, your brain can only do one thing at a 
time, if it is listening to music then it is not studying the material. 
Vary where you study. Simply changing from one side of the desk to 
the other helps – switching from one part of the library to another is 
even better.  
 

6. Boil-down your notes into a few summary sheets that are 
organized around the questions that you expect to be asked in the 
tests. 
 

7. Review frequently and progressively. Integrate what you learn 
from the lectures and the Commentaries so you can boil everything 
down to a single sheet of paper.  



 

8. Even retainers will benefit from flash cards. 
 

 
EVERYONE MUST READ THE NEXT SECTION ON EXAMS. 

 
2.2      EXAMS 
 
1. Bring two #2, sharpened pencils, and a clean  eraser to each test. 
You do not need Blue Books. Do not mark, bend or otherwise mess 
up your Scantron. Anything other than a neatly blacked out circle 
confuses the machines that read the Scantrons. Do not smudge 
when erasing. The erasers on the ends of most pencils are of very 
poor quality. 
 

2. Remember that in the tests you are always searching for the best 
answer amongst the foils or, at worst, the least bad answer.  
 

3. Many of the questions will be easier to answer if you draw rough 
diagrams on the test sheets.  
 

4. Spend no more than a minute on each question. If after a minute 
you are not sure which is the correct answer, then take a guess and 
return to the question after you have done question 33.  
 

5. Only change your initial answer if you have a compelling reason to 
do so – your first impressions are usually correct. I have seen many 
more erased correct answers than erased incorrect ones. If you 
change an answer do so neatly using a clean eraser. 
 

6. Do not wait until you have finished to transfer answers to the 
Scantron sheet – if you make an error then it may throw out all of 
your subsequent answers.  
 

7. Check that you have answered all of the questions – you should 
have 33 blacked out circles.  
 



8. Be careful to black out your choice completely; you should not be 
able to see the underlying letters.  
 

9. Check that you blacked out your name and student number on 
the Scantron sheet – both sides for the first mid-term exam, side two 
for the remaining exams.  
 

10. Remember to record your answers before you hand them, and 
the question sheets, in. I review the exam in the second hour. 
 

 
3. HOW TO DO MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS 
 

I try not to set ambiguous questions. I never deliberately set “trick” 
questions. Always assume that the questions I set are straightforward 
and that I am looking for the “obvious” answer, “obvious” in the 
sense that it is what I said in the lectures and wrote in the 
Commentaries.  
 

You should treat the multiple-choice questions as if they 
were short-answer questions.   
 

Look at the question, covering the alternatives. See if you think you 
know what the answer to the question is. (Drawing a very rough 
sketch may help.) Then look at the alternatives trying to find the one 
that exactly fits your answer. Sometimes you will have to think again 
because the question was not what you first believed it to be. Now 
choose the correct answer. 
 

The answer should be relatively obvious to you; it will be something 
that I covered in class and in the Commentary. (I do not randomize 
the questions and so its position may help you decide what I am 
looking for.)  
 

If you do not see the answer in about a minute then you have missed 
something. You can probably eliminate some of the alternatives and 



your best strategy is to guess; if you have eliminated two out of the 
five alternatives you have a 1 in 3 chance of getting the answer right, 
which is better than when you started when you only had a 1 in 5 
chance of guessing correctly. Record your guess and make a mark 
against that question on the exam sheet. (Guessing is not a crime, 
ladies! Research shows that men guess more often than women do –
perhaps because women don’t need to!) Move on to the next 
question and come back to the puzzling question after you have 
completed question 33.  The question may now make more sense. If, 
and only if, you have a good reason – you misread or misunderstood 
the question – then change your answer. 
 
You should not spend more than about a minute on any question. If 
you do not know the answer then you did not learn this part of the 
material. The more you agonize over a question the more likely it is 
that you will erase a correct answer and replace it by an incorrect 
one. Go for your first, gut reaction to the question. 
 
Say I ask the following question: “Tuition at WWU is highest for?” 
 

Before you look at the alternatives (the foils) try to formulate the 
answer. You know that tuition is higher for out-of-state students than 
in-state students and so that is what you are looking for. 
 
Now look at the alternatives: 
 
a. Students from Whatcom County. 
b. Minority students. 
c. Disabled students. 
d. Veterans. 
e. Students not resident in Washington state. 
 

Clearly a is not correct because Whatcom county is part of 
Washington state. b-d are not what we are looking for and are 



clearly implausible. e is what we are looking for and is the correct 
answer. Watch out for words like “highest” and “not” because if you 
miss them or if you misread a question, then you may choose the 
wrong answer even though you know the material.  
 

Some students complain that the questions I set are difficult because 
the alternatives look alike. This means that they can’t just walk into 
the exam without studying and see the answer immediately. The 
questions should not be difficult i f  you know the material well . Do 
not expect me to set questions designed for the mentally challenged 
to pass with ease. This is a university course and compared to most 
exams in serious subjects the tests are not very demanding, 
especially since you are expected to retain the material only at a 
recognition level.  
 

If I lectured to you on cows I would not set questions of this sort: 
 
A black and white cow is? 
 

a. Black 
b. White 
c. Brown 
d. Black and white 
e. None of the above 
 

But I would expect you to be able to answer questions of this sort: 
 

A black and white cow is most likely to be: 
 
a. A Jersey 
b. An Angus 
c. A Guernsey 
d. A Holstein Friesian 
e. A Charolaise 
 



Yes, the alternatives on the questions often look alike, but that is the 
point of the exercise. An economics test is not supposed to be 
answered on the basis of your common sense, or your vague 
memory of something you think I might have said in the lecture. The 
test is designed to tell me whether you have mastered, at least for a 
few weeks, the material in the Commentaries and the content of the 
lectures. 

 


