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In the Classroom
Participation - Tips for Success -
Academic Workload

Student Participation
The classroom environment in the US is often very different to what UK students are accustomed to.  One
consistent trait of the US classroom experience, however, is the emphasis on student participation. The liberal
arts philosophy is based on the development of well-rounded knowledge through discussion and critical thinking.

As a result, professors usually dedicate a portion of students’ final mark to attendance and participation. They
expect their students to display their knowledge actively and engage in their lectures, as participating in the
classroom discussion is how you demonstrate to the professor your grasp of the material. Attendance and class
participation is expected and may count toward up to 15% of your final mark, so it is important to participate
(which you cannot do if you do not attend!)

There are two types of participation which you will experience in the American classroom: involuntary and
voluntary. Involuntary participation is when the professor calls on you to answer a question. Voluntary
participation is when the question is posed to the class and anyone may respond.

As participation is often such an important part of one’s mark, you should try to volunteer at least one time per

class. Participation grades are not meant to frighten you; it is meant to encourage you to do the assigned reading
and to think about what you have read. Some US universities place an emphasis on keeping classroom sizes small
for this very reason.

These universities do so in the hopes that all students will have a chance to participate in the discussion and
benefit from it. Even at larger universities, higher-level classes in one’s major will tend to be taught in a smaller
classroom setting.

Here are a few tips for success in a US classroom:
Attend every class
If you are unable to attend, ask a friend to email his or her notes to you, and email the professor to
explain and apologise for any absence   
Read and take notes on all of the assigned material before class
As you read, make a list of three to five questions to ask
Be prepared to ask questions as well as answer questions the professor proposes
Personally introduce yourself to the professor and take advantage of their office hours for some valuable
one-on-one time
Actively listen to the lecture and take notes. Sleeping, doodling, listening to your iPod, etc. will negatively
impact your marks
Sit close to the front of the classroom
Check with your professor about using British or American English in essays
Take the opportunity and develop positive relationships with your professors. If you’re interested in
further study in the US, having letters of recommendation from UK and US professors will likely strengthen
your application.
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Academic Workload
In addition to classroom participation, another key difference in the US is amount and frequency of coursework.
Professors will expect you to be continually engaged in their classes and will begin grading you within the first
few weeks of class. See the section on marks for more information on how you will be evaluated.

You might find that exams are at an easier level to those you would take at university in the UK, depending on the
institution you attend and the courses you pick. However, the workload will definitely be more frequent. You will
soon gather what is expected of you and how to manage this; if in doubt, consult your international student or
academic advisor who can help you manage your timetable efficiently.

You may also want to refer to Virginia Tech's tips on study skills for study and time management tips.  
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