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Abstract

Study and time management skills are crucial to student success in health professions education. This
paper outlines a three-part workshop series for incoming optometry students to help improve these skills.
The series reviews several topics, including active study techniques, time management, notetaking,
metacognition, fixed vs. growth mindset, and more. When participants were surveyed about the program,
they reported that they felt their study skills had improved. They also approved of the format and timing
of the program, which suggests that incorporation of a study skills program into orientation may be
beneficial for students as they begin optometry school.
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Background

The transition to optometry school is a challenge for many students. The curriculum is generally more
fast-paced and content-heavy compared to undergraduate programs. Students often enter optometry
school with an understanding that the courses may be more difficult than their previous coursework and
their study methods may not be as effective." For many students, this difficulty to adapt to graduate-level
work became especially pronounced in the years following the COVID-19 pandemic. During the
pandemic, many undergraduate courses switched from in-person, letter grade courses to online courses
that were pass/fail. >* When these students returned to in-person learning, they often exhibited deficits in
their critical thinking and time management skills.’

To help incoming first-year students, the Midwestern University Chicago College of Optometry (CCO)
collaborated with the university’s Student Services-Academic Support department to develop the Study
and Time Management Strategies workshop series. The workshops began in the fall of 2022 and have
been held every fall quarter since. The workshop series is designed to help incoming first-year optometry
students develop the skills they need to be successful in optometry school — including topics such as
active study techniques, time management, making effective use of lecture time, metacognition, fixed vs.
growth mindset and others. There have been updates to the program each year, and student feedback
has been positive, with most students noting improved confidence in their study skills.

The program focuses on study and time management strategies because effective study skills and
academic aptitude are two of the most important factors affecting success in graduate health programs.
Academic aptitude is measured by standardized admissions tests and undergraduate GPA, both of
which are completed before entering graduate school. In 2013, a study analyzed which factors best
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predict students’ performance in optometry school: overall OAT (Optometry Admission Test) scores,
reading comprehension scores and undergraduate GPA scores were the strongest predictors of
success.’ Studies in medical school have shown similar results, showing that MCAT scores and
undergraduate GPA are predictive of students’ performance.”

However, academic aptitude is not the sole predictor of academic success. Effective study skills also
contribute to academic performance in graduate health programs, and these skills can be improved over
time. A study by West and Sadoski*® showed that effective time management and self-testing were more
predictive of academic success than any aptitude measurement. Other studies have evaluated various
study strategies among medical school students, with specific study strategies like spaced repetition,
practice questions, creating one’s own study notes and time management being shown as particularly
effective techniques for succeeding in medical school.***?

While there are many ways to effectively study for optometry school, this workshop series highlights
some specific study and learning strategies. Among those featured are learning by teaching,
metacognition and active recall. Studies have shown that medical students who teach others often
improve their cognitive complexity and communication skills and become better learners themselves.
Metacognition helps students plan, monitor their study strategies, and self-regulate, all of which are
crucial for effective learning.***® Finally, the series also emphasizes the importance of active recall, which
has been shown to improve students’ ability to not only recall, but retrieve learned information."’

13-14

The Study and Time Management Strategies workshop series was designed with these research results
in mind, and was presented as an interactive, engaging three-part series that highlights best practices in
study skills to assist students as they begin their time in optometry school. The purpose of this
publication is to outline the program and students’ feedback on its format, timing and effectiveness.

Methods

In 2022, CCO created the Study and Time Management Strategies workshop series. In that first year,
there were five workshops in the series, and they spanned the first half of fall quarter for the first-year
optometry students. Based on student feedback, the workshops were condensed into three 2-hour
workshops and moved to orientation week. The current workshop series is outlined below.

Pre-Workshop Assignment

Before the Study and Time Management Strategies workshops, incoming students complete a survey in
which they self-reflect on their strengths and weaknesses as students. During the first two years of the
program, students completed a survey that was created at CCO. Beginning in 2024, students completed
the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI), a research-based assessment of students’ study
skills and use of academic resources.

Session 1 — Transitioning to Grad School

The first session of the series has three main sections: metacognition, goal creation and hands-on
practice with several study techniques. Metacognition is defined, and examples are provided of how this
form of self-reflection can be useful in a graduate program, especially if a student is not performing as
well as they expected. Next, the program reviews the importance of creating SMART goals that are
specific, measurable, attainable, relevant and time-based.

Once the students have reviewed the importance of reflecting on one’s performance and making plans
for improvement, various study strategies are introduced, and optometry-specific examples are given.
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These strategies include active engagement, self-testing, learning by teaching, mnemonics, chunking
and spacing.
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Figure 1: Quiz Results with Various Study Technologies.
Click to enlarge

Students read four short excerpts from optometric textbooks, employ one of the study techniques that
are discussed, then take a brief quiz to evaluate how well that study strategy worked for them. With the
first reading, the students read the passage once, then complete the quiz. Unsurprisingly, this approach
has always resulted in the worst quiz outcomes. With the second reading, students are instructed to stop
after each subsection in the passage and write down the one or two most important points, then write
down what is still confusing at the end of the excerpt. With the third reading, they practice active recall
and self-testing. With the fourth reading, students practice learning by teaching. They read the full
passage, then pair up with another student and take turns explaining the material to each other before
completing the final quiz. All quizzes are completed on Canvas, and results are shared with the students
immediately. The quiz scores from all four study strategies are shown in Figure 1. As evidenced by the
quiz scores, students retain material much better when using one of the active learning techniques.

The first workshop concludes with a self-reflection activity in which students create two goals for the
guarter and plan two specific steps they can take in the next week to help reach those goals.

Session 2 — Time Management

The second session is dedicated to time management and creating a study schedule. Students are given
a five-step process to create a study schedule:

1. Identify obstacles

2. Perform a self-assessment of when and how they learn best

3. Complete individual course assessments to account for various deadlines, due dates, exams and
guantity of course material

4. Evaluate their available time

5. Create a schedule

Once students have reviewed the general process for creating a schedule, they are introduced to two
types of study schedules — the “to-do list study schedule” and the “hourly study schedule.” The to-do list
study schedule takes a wider view of a student’s time and tasks. It is action-item oriented and lists all
activities that must be completed by a specific deadline (end of the day, end of the week, etc.). Students
identify the times during the week they have available for study, then they fill those times with the various
tasks they have listed. By contrast, the hourly study schedule is more detailed, and students assign a
course/topic to each available study hour.

At this point in the session, students are provided with their course schedule for the first 2 weeks of class
and asked to make a study schedule around those commitments. Once they have had an opportunity to
create their own schedules, they are discussed as a group. Students evaluate their schedules to see if
they divided their time appropriately for their various classes, and if they allotted enough time for study
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and other non-academic activities in the week. They discuss the importance of self-reflection and adjust
their study schedules as needed. At this time, the instructor also discusses tips for utilizing Al to create a
study schedule.

This session concludes with a discussion of one of the biggest barriers to time management —
procrastination. Students complete a procrastination quiz to identify their own downfalls in this area, and
they watch a TED talk about procrastination and how it can be detrimental to the achievement of one’s
long-term goals.

Session 3 — Effective Use of Lecture Time & Notetaking, Test-taking Strategies & The Importance of
Mindset

The final session of the series is divided into several subsections — effective use of lecture time and
notetaking, test-taking strategies, the importance of mindset and an advice panel with second-year
students.

Students entering optometry school have already completed several years of higher education, but they
often struggle with how to best utilize their time during lecture and how to create their own study
materials after class. In this part of the workshop, they review best practices for before, during and after
lecture time. These include pre-reading, taking notes and actively participating during class, and creating
their own condensed notes after class. As part of this section, students are provided with several
examples of optometry-specific notes from previous students and then are given time to create their own
chart/diagram of a basic science topic.

In the second section of this workshop, students review test-taking strategies. Many incoming students
self-identify as poor test takers, and this portion is designed to improve their confidence when taking
exams in optometry school. It begins with the importance of fully reading the question and highlighting
key words, then reviews strategies to increase confidence in their answer choices and how to make an
educated guess. This section also reviews how to best approach multiple response questions and
clinical cases, as they will encounter many of those during their time in optometry school. Students are
then shown several optometric exam questions, and they walk through how to utilize these strategies on
real questions. Finally, this section concludes with advice from the Midwestern University Counseling
Center on how to combat test anxiety both before and during an exam.

The next presentation in the workshop series focuses on the importance of a growth mindset. In a fixed
mindset, students believe that they have fixed characteristics that cannot be altered. For example, they
are poor test takers or are bad at math. In a growth mindset, students understand that challenges are an
opportunity for growth. They recognize that failure to understand a concept or perform well on an exam
is not a fixed characteristic, but merely an indication that they have not yet mastered that material.

The workshop concludes with an advice panel from second-year students who were selected based on
their ability to maintain good grades while balancing the demands of student leadership and service.
These students share their experiences from first year, what they wished they had done differently, and
their advice for success.

Post-Course Survey

At the conclusion of the workshop series, students complete a survey evaluating the course, their own
study skills, and what strategies they plan to take away from the course. Students could either include
their names on the survey or complete it anonymously.
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Results

At the end of the last workshop in the series, students were given an optional post-course survey. In
2024, 65 of the 65 first-year students (100%) completed the survey. Forty-nine students included their
names with their responses, and 16 completed it anonymously.

The response to the workshop series was overwhelmingly positive. When evaluating the impact of the
workshops on their study skills, 95% of students agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “This
course was helpful in developing my time management and study skills.” Eighty percent felt they were
comfortable making and following a study schedule, 100% planned to employ multiple techniques when
studying, 78.5% felt more confident in their test-taking abilities, and 95% agreed or strongly agreed with
the statement “l will make changes to my study and time management habits after taking this course.”

Students were also asked to evaluate the workshop series itself. Ninety-five percent of students felt the
sessions were organized in a smooth and logical fashion, 86% felt it was appropriate to hold these
workshops during orientation, and 98% agreed that they were able to understand what they were
supposed to get out of the program. Ninety-five percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with
the statement “Overall, this series was helpful to me as a new CCO student.” The full responses to these
survey questions can be found in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Post-Workshop Survey Results. Click to enlarge

In addition to evaluating the course, students were also asked to reflect on their own study skills. When
students were asked to rank their study skills before taking the course, 13.8% reported that their skills
were excellent or very good, 38.5% described their skills as good, and 47.7% described their study skills
as fair or poor. When students were asked to rate their study skills after completing the workshop series,
they felt that their study skills had improved dramatically. Over half (53.8%) described their study skills
as excellent or very good, 41.5% described them as good, and only 4.6% ranked their study skills as fair
or poor. These results can be seen in Figure 3.
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Click to enlarge


https://journal.opted.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/SU25-2P289Figure2.jpg
https://journal.opted.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/SU25-2P289Figure2.jpg
https://journal.opted.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/SU25-2P289Figure3.jpg
https://journal.opted.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/SU25-2P289Figure3.jpg

Optometric Education: Volume 50 Number 4 (Summer 2025)

Discussion

Student feedback about the Study and Time Management Strategies workshop series was largely
positive, with many students reporting an improvement in their self-perceived study skills. The students
also appreciated the timing and organization of the series, which suggests that there is value in
incorporating an interactive academic skills workshop during orientation, when students have both the
time and the motivation to fully participate and learn. In previous years, when the workshop series
extended into the first few weeks of the quarter, there was feedback from students to move this program
earlier in the quarter. Not only did they prefer to learn these skills before classes began, but they also felt
that they had the time and energy to focus on the workshops.

There are many study strategies classes and workshops offered either directly by health sciences
graduate programs or through outside entities.**** While several of these programs have been described
in the literature, this is the first publication outlining a workshop series designed specifically for optometry
students. The series was a collaboration between the CCO dean’s office and the MWU Office of
Academic Support. As such, it incorporated both general study and time management tips and real-world
applications to optometric material. By focusing the content on optometry-specific topics and examples,
the workshop not only gave students examples of what was to come in the following months and years
of optometry school but also specific guidance on how to overcome challenges that they are likely to
face.

Two of the major challenges in evaluating this workshop series are the multifactorial nature of study
behaviors and student achievement and the fact that the workshop series has changed in content and
timing during its first few years. An analysis® of the 2022 post-session survey was compared to student
performance on a retention exam given at the start of their second year in 2023. That analysis
demonstrated that students were most adept at identifying their areas of weakness, with a significant
correlation between retention exam results and students’ responses to survey items asking them to
identify their poor study habits. However, this analysis compares an earlier version of the workshop,
which included more sessions and was given later in the year. In the future, the plan is to continue this
analysis with the current workshop format to assess the long-term impact on student retention and
learning. Other limitations include that this survey is representative of only one cohort of students from
one optometry school. The response to the workshop series may be different with a different population
of students.

Conclusion

First-year students reported that the incorporation of a study and time management skills workshop
series into orientation had a positive effect on their study habits. This publication describes a workshop
series that is interactive and involves hands-on experience with actual study techniques, time
management and test-taking skills that directly relate to the upcoming optometric curriculum. Study skills
are an important predictor of graduate school performance® and providing proactive support and
guidance may be helpful as students begin their time in optometry school.
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