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By Karen Taylor Gist

Setting up the perfect study space is a lot like finding the perfect wall color or the perfect piece of art -- it's in the eyes of the individual.

Color-coded binders
make it easier to
organize papers by
subject.

But some features seem to be concrete and constant: a lack of clutter, appropriate lighting, sound control, comfortable seating, a handy spot for work materials and an
organizational system.

As another school year gets under way, here are some insights from experts on setting up a space that's just right:

De-clutter: "When a space is cluttered and you can't find things, it translates into the brain, and the brain translates it back to the space, " said Cathy Burka, a clinical social
worker.

Clear is better, on the desk and in the brain.

Lighting: Architect Michael Cajski of Volume Zero LLC recommends flexibility.

"Lighting is more difficult than it used to be. It used to be taken for granted that the object (being studied) was on a horizontal surface. Now, reflective surfaces like computer
monitors are more vertical than horizontal. You need lighting reasonable for both situations."

That includes at least some overhead light from the ceiling. "Depending on how that is configured, you probably want dimmable if possible. And you probably want an
adjustable lamp as well, especially if traditional reading and writing material is used more than digital."
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Light color can be an issue, too, he said.

Incandescent bulbs give off a warmer color, more yellow than white, and are usually preferred in homes. Cooler colors, like those given off by fluorescent bulbs, tend to feel
more clinical.

"I've heard it argued that white light is the optimum reading light, " Cajski said. That type of incandescent bulb, said to mimic midday sun and neither cool nor warm, is
available in big-box home stores.

CFL bulbs come in a range of colors, he said, but some may change hues over their lifetimes. Tube fluorescent lights sometimes have a flutter that can reflect in computer
monitors and be generally annoying.

Natural light is always a plus, he said, as long as it can be controlled with blinds or curtains.

As for light strength, Cajski says to go with what's comfortable.

Sound: Flexibility is key here, too. Some students need quiet. For them, a room isolated from the hubbub of the family, or at least a room with doors, is best.

Others, though, need some noise, so a CD player or similar device may be an important tool.

"If they're an auditory learner, there might be a need for music (in the background), but not something that's verbal, " said Deborah Oppenheim, a teacher for 30 years and
now an educational consultant.

"Baroque music is the best to study to; it mimics the beat of the heart and has tremendous effect on recall."

Studies on the effect of music have spawned a whole cottage industry of music CDs.

White noise might also work.
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Catherine Schully
uses this room in her
family's Lakeview
home to study. She
likes to spread
materials out over the
large table; doors can
close to keep the
room quiet and it has
lots of light.

Comfortable seating: Whether it's a chair at a desk or the kitchen table, or a beanbag in a reading nook on the floor, if a student can't sit comfortably to study ... well, he
won't.

Available materials: From pens and pencils -- and don't forget pencil sharpeners -- to dictionaries and other references, everything the student needs should be at his
fingertips as constants in the study area. Side trips to find supplies can interrupt the flow of focus and initiative.

If the kitchen table doubles as a study spot, or if the quietest spot in the house varies, Oppenheim suggests creating a supplies-to-go box that the student can take along. A
tackle-box-style container works well.

Organizational aids: No matter a student's age, some system of organization is necessary.

Younger kids may simply have to put math papers back into a math folder and the math folder back into a backpack.

For older students, the process becomes increasingly complex along with their course work, and the system should reflect that. Bins, folders, accordion files and boxes are
some good choices.

"We assume that after fourth grade kids know how to organize, but every year they need new skills. It keeps building, " Oppenheim said. "I always spent my first month of
teaching fourth- and fifth-graders teaching organization."

"In middle school, kids get into trouble because they're moving class to class, " said Dr. Andy Burka, a psychologist who specializes in children and adolescents' educational
issues and learning disabilities at Ochsner Foundation.
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"They get handouts. Make it a routine to put them away somewhere. It requires much more independence, but they don't want supervision."

Older students "have to have places to put loose papers, past tests and quizzes; it helps to have them in one place. Say, a place they put all their history; a place for math; and
a place for English, " he said.

Color-coding is a great tool. "One subject, one color helps you be specific about where you put things down. Sometimes the color codes can make book covers and binders
the same. It creates a sense of order."

STUDENT ID: GET TO KNOW YOUR LEARNING STYLE

It seems that Socrates, the ancient Greek scholar, had great advice for designing the perfect modern-day study space: "Know thyself." (Parents may need to paraphrase here:
Know thy kids.)

The way a student learns helps determine how his space is best set up, so that's a good place to start.

Keep plenty of
pens and pencils at
hand.

There are four basic approaches to learning:

Visual: These learners may think in pictures and learn best from visual displays such as diagrams, illustrated text books, videos, flipcharts and hand-outs. In the classroom,
visual learners often take detailed notes.

Bulletin boards, calendars and dry-erase boards are especially effective tools for visual learners, so, in the study space, keep competing visuals to a minimum. In a bedroom,
that might mean keeping posters, mementos and knickknacks away from the study area.

Auditory: For these students, written information may have little meaning until it is heard. They often benefit from reading text aloud and using a tape recorder.
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These are the students who might most need background noise, such as instrumental music, to help them focus while they study. Designing a study space that's shielded
from random noise becomes more important for auditory learners.

Kinesthetic and tactile: Tactile/kinesthetic people learn best through a hands-on approach, actively exploring the world around them. They may find it hard to sit still for
long periods and may become distracted by their need for activity.

A kinesthetic learner might need to pace while reading, meaning the study area would need extra room to accommodate that.

A tactile learner, on the other hand, might squeeze a stress ball while reading. Decor with multiple textures could be distracting in this student's study space: Put that chenille
throw somewhere else.

Learning style also determines how a student perceives organization, said Deborah Oppenheim, a teacher for 30 years and an educational consultant.

"The over-arching theme is the individuality of it; no specific organization would work for all kids. Parents have to get to know their child, " said Dr. Andy Burka, a psychologist
who specializes in children and adolescent educational issues and learning disabilities at Ochsner Foundation. He and his wife, Cathy Burka, a clinical social worker, run the
Challenges Summer Program, which teaches resiliency skills to schoolchildren.

That's why the process of setting up a space and an organizational system should be collaborative, rather than dictated by the parent.

And it can require parents to do a lot of thinking outside their own comfort zones.

A mother wired like Cathy Burka, who Andy Burka says "came out of the womb knowing how to study, how to keep things neat, " might have to really work at understanding
and communicating with a child who doesn't share that trait.

Development also plays a big role in determining what's appropriate.
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A file box holds
and sorts flash
cards.

"There are always going to be transitions from year to year based on development, " Oppenheim said. "How you file, how you track things, how your notebooks get organized."

Often, these systems are dictated by a teacher.

"But it's all behavior, and it always needs maintenance, " she added.

"A child will feel good when they see organization, " Andy Burka noted. "The question is whether they will continue to keep it up.

"Kids don't want to bother with putting things in the right place. When school becomes really important to them, they get organized. That's a developmental process."

Boys, especially, have trouble because they develop organizational skills later than girls, Cathy Burka said.

The key to helping any child is understanding where he falls developmentally, and compensating for difficulties.

For example, "Some really don't like binders because of the multiple steps involved: making holes and putting onto rings, " Cathy Burka said. "Accordion files can be helpful."

The tone of the "help" is important, too.

"If you harp on a kid, " Oppenheim said, "he never gets better. But if every week you take everything out and reorder, that's positive reinforcement. Bribery -- we call it positive
reinforcement, " she said with a laugh.

How does a parent know if a system is working?

"By feedback from the teacher on whether a child is getting homework in, returning papers signed, tests that are supposed to be returned. Get a sense of children's
organizational competency from the teacher, " Andy Burka said.
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And from your own observations, such as in getting ready in the mornings. If a child routinely can't find his shoes and backpack, there's a problem, Cathy Burka added.

Past the immediate issues, parents should keep an eye on the future.

"For an 8-year-old, it's easier to say from 5 to 6 is study time, " Andy Burka said. "With a 15-year-old, that's not going to work as well. It's a developmental process of gradually
taking over responsibility for where and how you study and the space you set up."

Cathy Burka spelled it out in concrete terms: "They start off at the kitchen table; then in their room with the door shut. Then it's CCs (coffeehouse) or the Tulane library. If you
haven't learned how to organize by then -- if you're IM-ing or still on the cell phone (while studying), you're in big trouble, "

ONE CASE STUDY

Catherine Schully

Catherine Schully, a recent graduate of Metairie Park Country Day School who's heading off to Millsaps College in the fall, has worked hard at staying organized and learning
to study effectively.

She's worked with Dr. Andy Burka privately and in the O YES (Own Your Educational Success) group he started at the school, where students share tips and compare notes.

At home, she likes to spread out and have all of her work in front of her on the long table in the front office of her Lakeview family home.

The room is by no means bare. It contains artwork, glass accent pieces and a number of lovely porcelain lamps, but, Catherine confirms, they're not the kinds of objects she
finds distracting. "It's a nice feel, but it's a serious place, " she said.

On one wall, a set of built-in bookshelves with cabinets underneath flank the French doors, which let natural light flow in.

One shelf stores the reference books she routinely uses, and one cabinet hides her card files (for flash cards), file folders that are color-coded by subject for easy recognition
and a large quilted tote full of standardized test study materials. Pens, pencils and the like are always in containers on the cabinet top.

http://media.nola.com/home_impact/photo/14-cover-schullyjpg-1ab9521932290688.jpg


10/11/18, 10'44 AMKids heading back to school? Create some room to think in your home | NOLA.com

Page 8 of 9https://www.nola.com/homegarden/index.ssf/2010/08/kids_heading_back_to_school_cr.html

Built-in shelves and
cabinets keep
supplies close at
hand.

"Have all the things you need in there, so you never have to leave and are not distracted, " she advises.

Catherine's study room also has doors to close it off from the rest of the house. Quiet can be important to her. She has a processing disorder, and when reading, "noises keep
the material from getting into my head."

She uses dry-erase boards a lot, such as to make to-do lists and when mastering new math concepts, she said.

"You can erase and fix them and then put it on paper, " she says. Once she has the concept down and further problems are a matter of repeating the steps, she moves back to
paper. At that point, she might also play some soft music.

Even though she keeps a school agenda with her assignments written down by class, when she's beginning her homework, she writes them down a second time on a notepad
in the order she intends to complete them.

"Writing them down again helps with short-term memory, " she said, adding, "Verbal instruction doesn't always work for me."

Plus, "the feeling of scratching them out (off the list) is rewarding."

(Keeping a calendar follows the same principle, noted educational consultant Deborah Oppenheim. "To put something into long-term memory, you need to look at it three
times. So putting it on a calendar, it's another retrieval.")

"A lot of it is taking time to learn about what works for you, " Catherine said. "It's different for every person. It's a lot of trial and error."

********
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