
  

FAQ: 
 
Before you e-mail or visit your prof or TA with questions, consult your notes (including these FAQ) 
and/or your textbook, especially for definitions. 
 
Models: Can bring pre-built models to exams; no writing on them. 
 
Pencils on exams? Any legible writing implement is acceptable. If it is erasable, no midterm regrade 
will be considered. 
 
If you miss a midterm, get a note from your doctor, coach, etc., to your instructor. 
 
If you miss the final, see your Dean. 
 
Constitutional Isomers: 
 

Is there a formula that tells you how many isomers there are? No. 
 

Then how do we know when we have drawn them all? Using a systematic approach, you 
should be fairly confident that you are done. 

 
What if we think we’ve drawn them all, but we’re not sure? Move on. On exams, you will be 
asked to draw all the structures, none twice. If you miss one, you will likely lose one or ½ point, 
not all the credit. If you draw one twice, you lose credit for that one. Be sure you read the 
question carefully and draw what you are asked to draw. 

 
Tricky Questions: I sometimes have trouble figuring out the trick to a question. The questions are not 
meant to be tricky. They are meant to determine whether or not you understand the material. Time is 
spent going over questions to be sure the wording is clear. We are not always completely successful, 
but it helps to look at the question figuring: they are trying to spell this out for me, just read it a few 
times and try to follow their thinking. 
 
Need to know: 
 

Names: methane → decane 
 
Names of functional groups from Table in handout; how to name compounds containing these 
functional groups 
 
List of reasonable or good leaving groups; list of reasonable or good nucleophiles 
 
Benzene: know its structure; it is planar; the carbons are sp2 hybridized; as a substituent, it is 
called a phenyl. 

 
Don’t need to know: 
 

Properties of functional groups 
 



  

Bp/mp, phase at RT of hydrocarbons 
 
Octane ratings 
 
Conformation energies (e.g., gauche is 0.9 kcal/mol) 
 
The formula for specific rotation (= α/l[x]); but you do need to know how to determine % of 
enantiomers given a specific rotation and an observed rotation. 
 
Naming: linear compounds that are substituted equidistant from the two ends (e.g., 2-chloro-3-
bromobutane versus 3-chloro-2-bromobutane) 

 
 
 

Study Tips: 
 
The past exams are the best indicators of what this year’s exam will be like. The next best indicators 
are the problems sets.  
 
The notes are the best indicators as to what material will be covered on the exams. Be familiar with the 
notes before you try the problems. 
 
The text problems are only suggested for students who feel they need more practice. Do not feel that 
you need to do these. The posted problem sets should suffice. Likewise, the text should be used as an 
alternate to the notes, if you feel you need a different perspective, or if you find the text more clear 
than the notes. Use the text as a reference to clear up concepts you are struggling with. 
 
Keep up. You might find it very useful to rewrite your notes, preferably the same day as each lecture. 
When doing so, do not simply recopy them. Reorganize them, add color, ask and answer questions. 
During class, jot down any questions that arise; answer these in your rewritten version of your notes. 
Your notes should make perfect sense to you. If they don’t, get answers from the text, professor, or 
TA. Review a week’s worth of notes each week. Again, master the notes before working the problems. 
 
Always put the fullest effort possible into doing a problem before looking at the answers.  
If you struggle with a problem, consult your notes and your text before looking at the answer. Don’t 
quit on a problem until you are confident you have it right or you and all your resources are tapped out. 
After you complete a problem set, check over your work to be sure what you’ve written are your final 
answers. Then look at the answers. Check your work with the answers carefully. Be sure you 
appreciate any significant differences. Be sure you understand any mistakes. Challenge yourself as to 
how you could come up with such an answer next time. 
 
Make up your own problems. Challenge yourself as to the whys and hows. 
 
Articulate. Describe what you are doing and/or how you are doing it. If you study with friends, ask 
them to cut you no slack in critiquing your answers. Kindness will not help you. (They can be critical 
and still be polite!) Do the same for them. Challenge all their premises. Be sure they can defend their 
answers thoroughly. Go beyond what you expect on an exam. Make the exam seem easy by 
comparison. 



  

 
Use models. Bring them to class pre-built. Be sure you can “see” the molecules as they are written in 
class, in the text, and by yourself. 
 
Be realistic in your self-assessment. Do you really get the material? No sense moving on to topic B 
until you get topic A. Do you need further work on something fundamental, including pre-123 
concepts? Identify what you don’t fully get. If you need help identifying your weaknesses, articulate an 
answer to a question to a TA or professor and they can quickly identify areas of weakness. 
 
You can study with friends, watching TV, or while listening to an iPod, but acknowledge that this is 
far less efficient. It’s not how many hours you study, it’s the quality of effort.  
 
Practice. Learning a sport or musical instrument will benefit from an instructor’s guidance, but you’ll 
never get it if you don’t put in considerable time on your own. Nobody, not even Einstein, can get this 
course in only a few hours or even days of effort. It’s a 13 week course.  
 
Strive to understand the material. Try to avoid memorizing. Swim, don’t wade: imagine you have to 
get across a 1 km pond 1 m deep every day. If you don’t know how to swim, you can wade (walk) 
across. This is analogous to memorizing. If you make the front-end effort to learn to swim, you’ll find 
it much easier in the long-run. Learning to swim here is analogous to getting the concepts. It requires 
more high quality effort, but everything flows more smoothly in the long run. Added benefits are (1) 
less panic during exams, because you have not studied frenetically; you actually get the material, and 
(2) you’ll retain the material much better, which will help you in future courses, again because you 
understand it as opposed to simply remembering some tricks or shortcuts.  
 
 
 


