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INTRODUCTION 
 
This Teaching Innovation/Tip discusses the SQ3R method and provides an example of how it 
was used to enhance the analytical reading skills of law students in a substantive law course 
that directs students to use the method to answer sequential syllabus questions. 
 

THE SQ3R METHOD 
 
A great deal of research has gone into developing analytical reading strategies for students to 
use when studying textbooks at the undergraduate and graduate level, and many reading and 
note-taking methods have been developed.1  We have found the SQ3R method (in which 
S=Survey, Q=Question, R=Read, R=Recall, and R=Review) to be useful for law students 
when reading textbooks.2  The objective of the SQ3R method is to study a chapter, identify 
the important points, and write the points down as an organized brief to be read later for re-
viewing and outlining the chapter. 
 
One reason for the SQ3R method’s effectiveness is that chapters in most law-school text-
books are written in a typical standard form.  The title is generally a concise description of the 
chapter; everything in the chapter is an extension of, or expansion on, the title.  The first few 
paragraphs introduce the subject matter or legal doctrines to be discussed.  The chapter is 
divided into major divisions, each with a descriptive heading.  Often these divisions are di-
vided into even smaller subsections.  These are easily identified because they also have head-
ings, usually in smaller print.  On occasion even these subdivisions are divided into lesser 
divisions.  Also, each time a section is divided, it is set off with a heading and the type size 
identifies the importance and order of the section.  We have found that typography cues – 
such as italics, capital letters, heavy bold print, numbers, and underlining etc. – for important 
words are helpful to students when learning and remembering important points in the chapter, 
and we have found that introducing the SQ3R method with sequential syllabus questions aids 
in identifying and using these textual cues. 
 
Our academic-support work has found that if law students are made aware of how the SQ3R 
method compensates for inherent deficiencies in the information-processing system and en-
ables students to use their processing systems in a productive manner, they may be more 
likely to use the method and, consequently, to profit from its use.  That is, if law students 
know why the method works, they are more likely to believe it will work; and they are more 
likely to use it in reading textbooks, taking notes, and studying materials for class.  Further-
more, students who understand the “why” of the SQ3R method have the information required 
to adapt the procedure to their individual needs (as dictated by the varying nature of reading 
assignments), whereas students who try to use the method without understanding why it 
works do not confidently make such adaptations for fear they might render the entire system 
ineffective, if not useless.3 
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To introduce law students to the SQ3R method, we explain how the method is based on an information processing 
theory of learning that suggests humans inherently strive to “make sense” out of their world to reduce their uncer-
tainty concerning the nature of the world.  To do this, they (1) take in information through their sensory organs; (2) 
process that information via their memory systems; (3) structure and categorize the information in the most mean-
ingful manner possible, i.e., so its inter-relationships with other structures or categories are immediately apparent 
to them; and (4) store the information so it will be available for recall and future use.4  Because law students are 
constantly exposed to much more information than they can possibly process, new input is limited by the informa-
tion that can be processed.5  For law students to understand why the method works, we thus explain how each of 
the method’s components facilitates the processing of incoming information so the student can more effectively 
deal with more information. 
 
SURVEY:  The student reads the chapter title, introductory paragraphs, headings, and summary (if any).  Taking 
only a few minutes, this step’s purpose is to introduce unfamiliar material and to identify and anticipate the au-
thor’s themes.  Surveying the material prepares the student for what is coming.  It defines the nature of the uncer-
tainty and provides essential information about whether the incoming data will result in the formation of new cog-
nitive categories or the expansion of existing ones.  If a student knows what to expect, the student can deal with 
new information in a more efficient manner than having new information with no forewarning.6 
 
QUESTION:  The student goes to the headings and anticipates what will be in that section.  Using the interroga-
tives who, what, when, where, why, and how, the student turns the headings into questions and writes the questions 
down in a notebook.  This step is the first step in writing a brief.  Like surveying, questioning requires the law stu-
dent to examine his or her uncertainty (that is, to find out what he or she does not know about the information that 
will be coming into the processing system so that he or she may tie new information into cognitive categories).   
While self-generated questions are, strictly speaking, often more appropriate in guiding the reading process, 
teacher-generated questions can serve to model guided inquiry for the student.7 
 
READ:  The student then reads to answer the questions.  The student now has a purpose for reading rather than 
trying to gobble up a lot of material, hoping to remember it at a later date.  The student should read the entire sec-
tion before writing an answer because often the last paragraph in the section gives a concise summary of the sec-
tion.  Reading is the main event of the SQ3R method.  As a reader, the student must evaluate and select the infor-
mation needed to fill in the gaps in his or her cognitive structures.  Physical and psychological limitations of the 
human information processing system do not allow students to attend to all the incoming information.  As students 
read, they rely on feedback from the environment and from their own cognitive structures to guide them in select-
ing what information to attend to.  Studies show that if students are not actively involved in reading, they will not 
receive maximum information from the texts, and the information they do receive may not be appropriate to their 
needs in terms of reducing their uncertainty.8 
 
RECALL:  The student writes an answer briefly, using only key words or phrases and a numbering system so the 
student knows there are two, three, or four, etc., parts to the answer.  The student then covers the answer and re-
calls it from memory because the student is expected to know the information and will be tested from memory 
when called on in class.  Because the recitation is time-consuming, many students may likely skip over this phase.   
But, if they do, the method will not work because recitation is essential for two reasons.  First, if students know 
that they are going to have to recite, they will be more likely to read actively.  As students read actively, they will 
be evaluating and selecting what it is they will recite and thereby place maximum concentration upon the most 
relevant information in the reading assignment. 
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Second, the information-processing continuum contains an immediate memory, a short-term memory, and a long-
term memory.  Information must be stored in long-term memory to be available for recall.  It seems to take about 
five seconds per item to get information from short-term memory to long-term memory.  When students recite, 
they slow down the input of information, thus giving their processing system the time it needs to transfer informa-
tion from short-term memory to long-term memory.9 
 
REVIEW:  Memory research indicates that most forgetting takes place shortly after the learning task has been 
completed.  Immediate review interferes with the forgetting process and results in more complete retention.  Thus, 
the review component of the SQ3R method is also essential to the success of the procedure and is well worth the 
short time it takes to perform.10 
 

USING the SQ3R METHOD to ANSWER  
SEQUENTIAL SYLLABUS QUESTIONS 

 
The syllabus for any course can serve as a vehicle for the teacher to precisely guide the students’ reading, evalua-
tion, and writing through the assigned course materials, including the assigned casebook.  The detailed syllabus 
that is described below is an attempt from the teacher's perspective to systematically direct students to employ the 
SQ3R method. 
 
Trying to transfer some of the lessons learned from the study of teaching critical thinking skills to the teaching of 
traditional law courses, the teacher distributes a thirty-page syllabus to the students in his substantive criminal law 
course.11  The bulk of the syllabus is made up of a series of approximately two hundred questions.  The questions 
synthesize in sequence every topic covered in the course casebook, and they are designed to focus attention on the 
position taken on the topic in the Model Penal Code and the current majority view of the topic. 
 
For example, for the topic of general principles of “culpability” (syllabus questions 26-59), question 46 asks:   
“What presumptions do most recently revised penal codes require that courts and other lawyers use to identify the 
requisite culpable mental state, when it is unclear, what, if any, culpable mental state is required for a crime or for 
a specific element of a crime?”  Question 47 then asks:  “What other evidence do courts and other lawyers employ 
to identify the requisite culpable mental state, when it is unclear, what, if any, culpable mental state is required for 
a crime or for a specific element of a crime?” 
 
A detailed sequence of questions can identify the competencies the teacher determines the students should learn 
while reading and evaluating the course materials.  And, sequential syllabus questions can serve as a basis for 
framing the discussion for each class meeting.  The following are some of the key teaching techniques that can be 
employed once such a syllabus is created. 
 
First, students are provided with a detailed “assessment” model to assist them in understanding what they are 
“reading” in their assignments.  Students are told to review the sequence of topic questions prior to reading the 
casebook and other material, and to look for answers to the questions as they read, and to mark in the texts when 
they find an answer to one or more of the questions.  Students are also instructed that certain questions pose such 
complex issues (for example, see question “47” above) that “answers” to them can be found in several of the se-
quential topics, perhaps in more than one chapter of the casebook. 
 
Second, the bulk of class discussion focuses on the answers the students have prepared to these questions prior to 
class.  Students are told to “answer” each question by converting the language of each question to a “law state-
ment,” with the authority for that statement.  Hence, the students receive repetitive practice not only in “reading” 
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the casebook, penal codes, and other materials assigned, but in using them to create a work product that seeks 
to synthesize and provide perspective about those materials.  Students are also asked to anticipate and revisit 
their answers to these questions during earlier and subsequent class sessions, which are then used as part of the 
“Review/Preview” warm-up part of the class.  Finally, students are provided a further incentive to do a good 
job in creating their work product, because they are told that it should serve as the only class outline they will 
have to prepare, and five percent of their grade is dependent upon the quality of the rules and policies that they 
submit to twenty of these questions they answer from four different chapters.12 
 
Third, and finally, sequential syllabus questions can be used to facilitate the students’ understanding of the 
most complex conceptual problems presented in the course.  For example, after asking students to identify the 
position taken by the common law, the Model Penal Code, and most revised Penal Codes for the conduct ele-
ment of attempt, a syllabus question then asks why most revised codes rejected the Model Penal Code posi-
tion.13 
 

CONCLUSTION 
 
Introducing the SQSR method to law students is an easy task; putting it into operation is much more difficult.   
However, when law students know why the method works, they are more likely to believe it will work and 
they are more likely to use it in reading materials for class and taking notes.  Furthermore, using the SQ3R 
method and a detailed sequential syllabus provides students an assessment model and repeat opportunities to 
practice sequential lawyering thinking skills, to prepare an accurate synthesis of all course material, and to 
progressively experience increasingly complex and related doctrines. 
 
 
 
1 See Walter Pauk, How to Study in College, 5th ed. and http:///.dartmouth.edu/admin/acskills/notetaking.html 
for methods such as George D. Spache and Paul C. Berg’s “alphabet method” PQRST in which P=Preview, 
Q=Question, R=Read, S=Study, and T = Test; Maxwell Norman’s (1975) OARWET method in which 
0=Overview, A=Ask, R=Read, W=Write, E=Evaluate, and T=Test; James F. Shepherd’s SOARR method in 
which S=Survey, 0=Organize, A=Anticipate, R=Recite, R=Review; and the Cornel Note-Taking Method in 
which R=Record, R=Reduce, R=Recite, R=Reflect, and R=Review. 
 
2 See Francis Robinson, Effective Study (1970).  The Critical Thinking and the Law Reader, distributed to 
faculty members in the fall of 2003, and currently available on the Center’s webpage on TSU Blackboard, 
includes an article (Chapter 1 – Taking Notes), which describes a protocol for facilitating learning called 
“SQ3R.” 
 
3 See Baker & Brown, Metacognitive skills and reading.  In P. D. Pearson (Ed.), Handbook of Reading Re-
search.  (pp. 353-394).  New York:  Longman. 
 
4 See Newell & Simon, Human Problem Solving.  Englewood Cliffs, NJ:  Prentice-Hall. 
 
5 See Just & Carpenter, The Psychology of Reading and Language Comprehension.  Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 
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6 See Wagner & Sternberg, Executive control in reading comprehension.  In B.K Britton & S. M. Glynn 
(Eds.), Executive Control Processes in Reading (pp. 1-21).  Hillsdale, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
7 See Bransford, Stein, Shelton, and Owings, Considerations of some problems of comprehension.  In W. G. 
Chase (Ed.) Visual Information Processing (pp. 383-438).  New York: Academic Press. 
  
8 See Alexander Pollatsek and Keith Rayner, Reading in Foundations of Cognitive Science (pp. 401-436).  
Michael Posner, Ed. Cambridge, MA:  A Bradford Book. 
 
9 See Anderson & Pearson, A schema-theoretic view of basic processes in reading comprehension.  In P. D. 
Pearson (Ed.) Handbook of Reading Research (pp. 255-291).  New York: Longman. 
 
10 See Brown, Armbruster, and Baker, The role of metacognition in reading and studying.  In J. H. Flavell and 
E. M. Markman, (Eds.), Reading Comprehension:  From Research to Practice (pp. 49-74).  Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
11 The anthology, Techniques for Teaching Law, contains an article that is on the topic of Teaching Legal 
Analysis:  An Inventory of Skills (pages 32-37).  It is a good skeletal outline of the entire set of skills that the 
professor who wrote the article believes that she is teaching in her first year core course.  If you have the book, 
you can review her set of sequential skills.  It is another type of comprehensive guide that could be included in 
a syllabus or as an appendix to a syllabus. 
 
12 Literature on the teaching of thinking skills recommends that students be afforded repeat opportunities to 
practice a thinking skill and related strategies.  See Barry Beyer, Improving thinking skills – practical ap-
proaches.  Chapter 6 in The Critical Thinking and the Law Reader, distributed to faculty members in the fall of 
2003, and currently available on the Center's webpage on TSU Blackboard. 
 
13 Literature on the teaching of thinking skills recommends that students be taken through a subject matter area 
in sequential steps - with the progressive introduction of more complex thinking skills and concepts.  See An-
drew Pirie, Objectives in legal education:  the case for systematic instructional design.  Chapter 21 in The 
Critical Thinking and the Law Reader, distributed to faculty members in the fall of 2003, and currently avail-
able on the Center's webpage on TSU Blackboard. 


