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Study Skills Homework 4: 

How to Organize Your Course Binder 
 
A well-designed binder system for all documents you use to succeed in this class. Your course binder will 
provide reliable access to all information you will need on a day-to-day basis. It will also help you track your 
progress, calculate your grades and prepare for exams.  
 
Create a course binder 
 

In this class, you will have access lots of handouts. These include important course documents like the 
course syllabus, tentative calendar, study skills handouts and exam corrections forms. In addition, every 
day in class, you will submit a warm-up quiz. After class ends, you will be re-writing your lecture notes 
to be used as a reference for problem solving and future exam study. You also have access to online 
notes that you may print out and have ready as references.  
 
With all this in mind, you will have a lot of papers that track your progress through this class. As you 
prepare for exams, reflect on your progress and get ready for the final, you may find it extremely useful 
to have an organized system for your second draft of lecture notes, your problem solving activities, 
graded warm-up quizzes, and graded exams. This way, you can quickly find any document.  

 
Anticipate using your course binder 

 
You want to create your binder system to help you access any relevant information about this class 
quickly and with minimal effort. You will likely need to access your previous work in this class during a 
number of periods, including: 
 

• When rewriting your lecture notes 
• As you work on the suggested problems list 
• While you prepare for our daily warm-up quizzes 
• Before an office hour appointment to generate questions 
• In the week(s) prior to an in-class exam 
• In the week(s) prior to the final exam 
• Any time you have access to a grade report 
• To approximate your current grade in this course 
• As a reference tool for later classes 

 
Think carefully about your course binder system 

 
The most useful binder systems are logical and easy to understand. Remember that the purpose of this 
binder is to minimize the amount of time you spend looking for useful resources. The mantra to 
remember is “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” In other words, by spending a few 
minutes each day organizing and curating your in-class resources, you save yourself headache and stress 
later in the quarter as you prepare for exams.  
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Choose your binder 
 

The first step to creating your binder system is to choose a binder. I recommend that you use a binder 
with rings that are at least 3-inch wide. I find angle-D ring binders most convenient for continued use. 
These slant D ring binders usually hold more pages than round ring binders, are more durable, and less 
frequently lead to bent edges. I also recommend that you choose a binder that has clips with a locking 
mechanism. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finally, try to get a binder that will withstand years of use. After each quarter, you may want to transfer 
your old class resources out of your binder and into a folder in your filing cabinet. Then, you can reuse 
your binders for the next classes you are enrolled in. 
 
Smart-shopper tips 
 
• The retail price for binders at stores like Office Depot, Office Max or Staples can be quite high. If 

you really feel you want to purchase from these stores, find discount coupons, shop online, try to 
price match, join a rewards program or wait for special promotional sales. 

 
• Try purchasing binders at Costco. Costco sells 2-pack or 4-packs for less than $15.00: this turns out 

to be less than $5.00 per binder. 
 

• Shop at your local thrift store: these resale stores often sell used binders for less than $1.00. Most of 
the time, these binders are fully functional and will provide everything you need for this class. 

 
• Shop at your local dollar store: sometimes these dollar stores stock cheap binders. I tend to be wary 

when purchasing a binder from the dollar store since I have found these items to be flimsy. 
 

• Look around your college campus for binders in the hallways. Sometimes college departments move 
buildings or professors retire. If you’re lucky, you can find free binders that college faculty and staff 
leave for passers by. Don’t be afraid to stock up, even if you don’t need a binder immediately. It’s 
always a good idea to have some binders at home ready to be used. 
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Choose binder dividers 
 
Remember, organization is all about retrieval: we organize today so that we can save ourselves time 
when we want to find useful resources tomorrow. With this in mind, it can be quite useful to organize 
your materials into clearly defined categories. These categories serve to partition your resources and 
provide natural bins into which you can put new resources. Insertable tab dividers are wonderful tools 
for creating categories in your course binder.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These dividers are usually made from durable paper, have reinforced three-hole punched edges, and 
provide insertable tabs that are easy to insert and remove. Such dividers usually come in 5-tab or 8-tab 
packs. I recommend that you obtain an 8-tab separator pack. This gives you flexibility to define more 
categories, if you so desire.  

 
Smart-shopper tips 

 
• When purchasing insertable tab dividers, I find it very helpful to purchase in bulk. Most office 

supply stores sell individually wrapped insertable dividers for around $3 per set ($3 for a set of 8 tab 
dividers). However, I have found 4-packs of 8-Tab dividers (a total of 32 dividers) for as low as 
$7.50. Thus, by purchasing these dividers in bulk, you spend less for each set. Moreover, since you 
may find it helpful to have a binder for each of your classes, this buy-in-bulk approach enables you 
to get all your materials in one fell swoop.   

 
• Try to buy non-branded tabs. Often, stores like Office Depot or Staples will sell their own brands at 

a much cheaper price than branded products from Avery (or other well-known office supply 
companies).  

 
• Look for products that are made from postconsumer recycled content. Not only are these better for 

the environment, but also these products can be cheaper. 
 

• If you’re really on a budget, colored paper and see-through tape can provide the same functionality 
via a do-it-yourself approach. Be aware, though, that this solution is transient, will probably cost you 
time and energy, and will likely not provide you many years of use.  
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Create appropriate labels 
 

Now that you have your binder and insertable tab dividers in hand, you will want to choose category 
labels for each tab. Focus on choosing categories that facilitate rapid retrieval of information and will 
allow you to integrate new materials into your system. Natural choices for your binder categories are the 
grade categories defined in the course syllabus. In this class, I encourage you to create tabs with each of 
the following labels, in the order indicated below: 
 
• Math 1D Resources 

Put your course syllabus, the course tentative calendars, exam and quiz schedule and any other 
important course-specific information at the front of this binder, where you can easily refer to it. 
The syllabus should always be included in your course binders. On it you’ll find the professor’s 
contact details, all relevant course dates, the grading guidelines, and required as well as 
suggested reading. Make sure you go through it and check that everything is up-to-date. 

 
• Study Skills Resources 

As we discussed during Class 1, one of the major focuses of this class is to accelerate your 
process of developing professional study skills. As such, you will have access to a number of 
study-skills resources.  
 

• Lecture Notes 
As you finish the second draft of your each of your lecture notes, you can put your finished 
resource in this category. In addition, you may find it helpful to print out the associated online 
lesson notes (Jeff’s drafted content provided to you on our online course site). Use a binder clip 
to attach Jeff’s Lesson Notes to the back of your second draft of lecture notes. This way, you can 
easily refer back to the source content if necessary.  

 
• In-Class Handouts 

As you receive each in-class handout or warm up prompt from our in class work, file these in 
this category. Organize your work in reverse chronological order so that the most recent material 
is in the front of this section.  

 
• Suggested Problems 

For more about working on suggested problems, see the document “How to Make the Most of 
Suggested Problems.” Following the guidelines provided in that document, you can create 
resources to respond to the suggested exercises at the end of each section. This category is 
designed for these resources.   

 
• Exam 1 

In this category include the Exam 1 information sheet, your work on each Sample Exam 1, and 
your graded, corrected exam 1 documents.  
 

• Exams 2  
In the Exam 2 tab, file your Exam 2 information sheet, your work on each Sample Exam 2, and 
your graded, corrected exam 2 documents.  

 
• Final Exam 

Finally, your final exam tab is a great place to put your Final Exam information sheet, your work 
on the Sample Final Exam and other resources you use to succeed on this class’s final exam. 
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Use reverse chronological order 
 

Within each category, organize your work in reverse chronological order. Place the most recent material 
at the front of each section working backward to the oldest material. This reverse organization allows 
you to read backward in time. This can be very helpful since you will be working on the recent material 
on a daily basis. 

 
Organizing new resources into your system 
 

Each time you produce or receive a new hard-copy of a learning resources specifically for your in-class 
work, incorporate this resource into the appropriate section of your class binder. Also, as you reference 
previous learning resources, be sure to return these documents back to their proper places in your binder.  
 
When deciding how to incorporate a new resource into your existing binder structure, focus on 
“retrieval.” For each new document, ask yourself these questions: 
• Under what circumstances will I need this document? 
• Why will I need to find this document? 
• What will I be thinking about when I look for this document? 
• Do I need to file this document in two places? 

 
If you use the label system suggested above for your binder in this class, filing new documents may not 
be very hard. However, you may still want to be conscious about your decisions as you organize your 
learning resources.  

 
Separate course specific resources from your daily planning tools 
 

The binder system that we describe above is designed for your course-specific learning resources. These 
will not include the daily planning tools that you use for this class such as your daily schedule, your term 
calendar, or any other tools you use to manage yourself on a daily basis.  
 
I suggest that you create a separate space for these daily planning resources. To do so, you might obtain 
a small 1/4-inch or ½-inch that you use to keep track of your goals, term calendar, weekly schedule, and 
other important personal planning tools. Bring this binder with you for ALL your trips to campus. This 
should be thin, light, and fit into your bag.  
 
In this binder, you might put the following resources 
• Course Goals 
• Term Calendar  
• Weekly Schedule 
• Campus Map 
• Pouch with Post-It notes and index cards. 
• Train or Bus Schedules 
• Blank sheets of paper 
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5. Use the suggestions given in this article and any ideas you have for yourself to create and implement a 

binder system for your resources in this class.  
 

How to Organize Your Course Binder 

1. Did you read pages 1 – 5 of the article “How to Organize Your Course Binder” above? 

☐ YES ☐ NO 
2. What features does this article suggest that you consider when choosing a course binder? What other resources does this article 

suggest that you use in creating your binder system? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Why do you value the idea of creating a course binder? How might this improve your study skills for this class?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What organization tools will you use in this course that are not mentioned in the article above? Why do you find these tools 

useful in your learning process?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


