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Preface


This book has been written for students who wish to improve their study skills. It is aimed at the following types of student:


■   school pupils studying for A levels and vocational qualifications;


■   students studying at further education and community colleges;


■   overseas students;


■   adults studying on adult education courses;


■   adults studying at residential colleges;


■   undergraduate students studying at university;


■   distance, correspondence and online learners.


The book covers all aspects of study skills, from improving reading, writing, listening and thinking skills, to knowing how to study independently, conduct research and take tests and examinations.


It has been written in a user-friendly, accessible format that enables you to dip in and out of the book whenever you need to brush up on a particular skill. It also includes useful exercises, addresses, websites and further reading for those who wish to follow up the information provided in the book.




Tip   People are not born with the ability to study well. It is a skill that can be learned by anyone who wants to succeed on their course.





I have been a tutor and researcher working in further education colleges, universities and adult residential colleges for over twenty-five years. The quotations, case studies, tips and exercises have been collected over that period and during recent research with college and university students.


I understand that many students, in particular those from non-traditional backgrounds, are anxious about their ability to study well and succeed on their course. However, all students can learn how to study well: it is not a skill reserved for the select few. This book has been written with those concerns in mind. It provides a practical, ‘how to’ approach that can be followed by any student who is keen to improve their study skills.




Tip   Keep this book by your side throughout your studies. It will be useful for every stage of your course.





I hope that you find this book useful and interesting and that you are able to refer to it often throughout your course. I wish you every success with your studies.
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All students need to develop their learning skills to be successful in their studies. It is important that you gain an awareness of how you learn, as this will help you to make the right learning choices, improve your ability to learn and help you to develop your study skills. It will also help you to understand how to improve your memory, concentration and intellectual capacity. These issues are discussed in this chapter.



Understanding how to learn



Learning is not just about memorizing facts. It also includes the development of skills, knowledge, critical thinking and power of argument. Learning also helps us to carry out tasks more successfully and efficiently. There are three main types of learning.


■   Learning that helps you to improve your physical abilities. For example, at school you may have been taught how to play football or hockey. Or you may have been taught how to swim as a child. Indeed, as a very young child you learned how to stand, walk, run and skip.


■   Learning that helps you to develop and increase your knowledge. Everything you know has been learned at some stage in your life.


■   Learning that helps you to change your attitude and beliefs. This could be in a formal learning setting, such as school or college, or you may have experienced a situation that tested your existing assumptions, helped you to learn something new and changed your attitudes.




Exercise


Think about your own experiences of learning in relation to the three types described above. Identify the situations in which you consider your learning to have been successful and unsuccessful. Consider the reasons for success and failure.





Succeeding to learn


When I have worked through the above exercise with students at college and university it becomes clear that, for successful learning to take place, the following should occur:


■   The skills to be learned are relevant to you and your needs;


■   You are interested in your learning;


■   You are motivated to learn;


■   You can learn to use these skills in different contexts and activities;


■   You are actively involved in the learning process;


■   You are able to think, develop and work at your own pace;


■   You feel comfortable in your learning environment;


■   You are comfortable with the tutor, teaching methods and/or teaching materials.


If you enrol on a course that meets the criteria for successful learning, you will find that you enjoy the course and are motivated to learn. As a consequence, you should be more successful in your studies.


Failing to learn


However, from the above exercise you will have identified some of the reasons for unsuccessful learning. These can include:


■   poor teaching methods and/or materials;


■   uncomfortable learning environment;


■   lack of time;


■   lack of confidence;


■   low opinion of self and ability;


■   stress and anxiety;


■   lack of motivation and interest;


■   irrelevance to life and interests;


■   being forced to do something you don’t want to do.


It is important to be aware that some of these reasons are due to external factors that may be difficult for you to overcome, such as poor teaching methods and materials. If this is the case you need to discuss the issues with your tutor/teacher or think about moving to a more appropriate course.



Becoming a reflective learner



In addition to the points discussed above, you will become more successful in your learning if you develop your skills of reflection.


Reflective thought involves the ability to acquire facts, understand ideas and arguments, apply methodological principles, analyse and evaluate information, weigh evidence and produce conclusions and/or persuasive arguments. It includes the ability to question and solve problems by linking your previous ideas, knowledge and experiences with present ideas, knowledge and experiences.


The following points will help you to think more about how to become a reflective learner.


■   Your ability to reflect increases as you create mental challenges for yourself through creating tasks, setting objectives and engaging in activities such as reading and writing.


■   Social interaction aids reflection. Discussions with likeminded people, students and tutors will help you to reflect on what you are learning.


■   Reflection becomes easier the more you know about a topic.


■   Reflection is more effective if carried out in an appropriate environment free from distraction.


■   Constructive feedback helps your ability to reflect.


■   Writing down your ideas helps. Your writing can be descriptive, but should also include personal judgement, personal discourse and an analysis of outside influences on your thought processes and development of arguments.


Understanding how you reflect


Reflection takes place at different speeds, levels and intensities. For example, when you are first presented with an idea you may find that you reflect rapidly on what is being said. After the speaker has finished you might evaluate quickly, forming your own ideas.


Later you might think about the ideas in more depth, slowly, taking your time. Then you might return to the idea at a later date, when something else reminds you of what you have learned. At this time you are able to bring in new ideas that help to build on what you have learned previously.




Tip   Becoming a reflective learner is a skill that is cultivated over time. You will get better as your course progresses.






Training your body and mind to learn



One of the most important aspects of training your mind to learn is to recognize and take control of those factors that distract you from your learning. These vary, depending on your learning environment, your personal motivation, your likes and dislikes and your personal circumstances. Examples of the type of distractions that may affect your learning are listed in Table 1.


Table 1. Learning distractions.
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Exercise


Think carefully about the factors that could distract you from your studies. Make a list of these distractions and decide what strategies you intend to use to overcome the problems.






Recognizing your learning style



Over recent years a great deal has been written about individual learning styles and there are now various models available (see further reading on page 12). Some people believe that the learning styles that you were born with remain the same throughout your life, whereas others believe learning styles can and will change as you grow older. Others believe that we use different styles for different types of learning.


Today, on the internet, there are a variety of surveys that help you to start thinking about your preferred learning style. Enter ‘learning style survey’ into your search engine and have a go at completing a few surveys. It is an interesting exercise as it makes you think about the way you retain information. However, you should remember that this type of online survey can be open to misinterpretation and error, so don’t take the results too seriously.


Learning style questions


A popular learning style model was created by Neil Fleming (www.vark-learn.com), expanding on ideas that had been developed within the field of neurolinguistic programming (www.anlp.org). The following questions will help you to think more about your learning style, based on Fleming’s model.


1.   Do you prefer to learn with other people, perhaps in a group or team? This would indicate a social/interpersonal learning style.


2.   Do you prefer to work alone? This would indicate a solitary/intrapersonal learning style.


3.   Do you prefer using pictures, images and visualization? This would indicate a visual/spatial learning style.


4.   Do you prefer using sound and music? This would indicate an aural/auditory learning style.


5.   Do you prefer using words in both speech and writing? This would indicate a verbal/linguistic learning style.


6.   Do you prefer using your sense of touch? This would indicate a physical/kinesthetic learning style.


7.   Do you prefer using logic, reason and systematic thinking? This would indicate a logical/mathematical learning style.


Most people have a mix of the learning styles described above, although one, probably, will be more dominant than the other. If you are able to recognize your dominant and/or preferred learning style(s), you can choose learning techniques that will help you to study more effectively and successfully.




Tip   An awareness of your learning style can help to steer you towards the right type of course/module. It can also help you to avoid courses where there is a mismatch between the teaching style of your tutor and your preferred learning style.






Improving concentration and memory



Our memory is made up of two main parts: the short-term memory and the long-term memory. In the short-term memory we store facts and ideas for as long as we need to apply them. In the long-term memory we store information that we will use at a later stage.


To pass information from the short-term memory to the longterm memory we have to practise what we have learned. This involves careful reflection and analysis, thinking about what we have learned, writing about the concepts and ideas and understanding them. It may also involve some form of repetition and rote learning, especially in the case of facts and figures.




Tip   Remember that almost everybody can improve their memory. In most cases people do not have a bad memory – they just use their memory badly.





Developing an effective memory


There are four parts to developing an effective memory.


■   Information is received through our senses: hearing, sight, touch, smell and taste. However, to receive information effectively, we must be open to receiving the information. This means that it must have some personal relevance and we must be paying attention to what we are receiving.


■   The information is stored in our memory in an effective manner. This will depend on the type of information we are receiving. Facts and figures may have to be repeated over and over again, ideas and concepts may have to be thought about, written about and discussed. The storage of information is more effective if we understand what we are storing.


■   The information has to be stored in an appropriate place within our memory. This involves a process of organization during which ideas are related to each other. It is easier to remember things if we can relate it to past experience and knowledge.


■   We must be able to retrieve the information when it is required. This may involve practice in recalling information and regularly reviewing the information we have stored.


Learning style and memory


As we have seen earlier, people learn in different ways. This affects the way we remember; for example, visual learners will find it easier to remember faces whereas linguistic learners will find it easier to remember names.


Your memory, therefore, can be improved by understanding the learning style that helps you to take in and retain the information in the most effective way. This means that, depending on your learning style, you can use visual, auditory or tactile modes of learning to help you to remember information and to add interest to your studies.




Tips for improving memory


Pay attention.


Stay motivated.


Understand what you wish to remember.


Relate the information to what you already know.


Find an interest in the material to be remembered.


Commit information to memory using a learning mode that suits your learning style.


Use rhymes, acronyms, pictures, stories and songs to help you to remember.


Involve as many senses as possible.


Organize the information into related and/or relevant categories.


Practise, rehearse and ‘over-learn’ information such as dates and figures.


Write about and discuss ideas, themes and concepts.


Avoid cramming information.


Take regular breaks when memorizing.


Vary your memorizing routine.


Retrieve information from your memory on a regular basis.


Relate retrieved information to new information.






Using your brain effectively



Over the years there has been an enormous amount of research into brain function and activity. If this is an area of study that interests you, see further reading on page 12.


You will find that you can begin to use your brain more effectively if you take note of the following advice.


■   Keep your brain active and exercised. Develop your analytical and critical thinking skills. Don’t believe everything you are told. Digest, analyse and reform ideas and arguments (see Chapter 8).


■   Give your brain challenges. Try online brain tools and/or tackle crossword puzzles, Sudoku, basic (or more advanced) maths puzzles, card games and other games that require you to develop your powers of induction, deduction and complex strategy.


■   Try to learn something new as often as possible. However, you should make sure that this does not become a mental chore. Learning should be fun.


■   Get plenty of physical exercise as this can help brain function and some people believe that it may reduce the risk of developing brain disorders, such as dementia, in later life.


■   Eat a balanced, healthy diet. Studies show that a diet rich in nutrients such as antioxidants and vitamins boosts brain function and memory. Make sure that you always eat breakfast as this raises mental and physical energy levels.



Using memory and brain improvement tools



Recently, there has been a massive surge in the popularity of brain-training tools and technology. However, researchers are still undecided about the effectiveness of these tools. Therefore, you will need to decide for yourself as to whether any tools you use are helping to improve your memory and brain function.


There are a wide variety of free tools available on the internet. Enter ‘brain training games’ to be directed to various sites that provide free brain-training games. Some of these are fun and interesting to complete, but as with anything you find on the internet, make sure that it is a legitimate site and that you don’t give personal details or hand over any cash (see Chapter 13 for more information about e-learning tools).


In addition to these free games there are an increasing number of brain-training games available for purchase. Again, researchers are not sure about how effective these games are and some believe that they are no better than the simple, free activities described above. Therefore, as a student you might be better saving your money.



Summary



If you are to succeed in your studies it is important to understand how you learn, as this will help you to improve your brain function, concentration and memory. You can also increase your chances of success by becoming a reflective learner and keeping a record of your progress. The most important way to keep your brain functioning well is to keep physically and mentally healthy and active.


Once you have started to develop your learning skills, you need to think about practical issues of organization. It is important to organize your studies as this will help you to enjoy your course, increase motivation and help you to succeed. These issues are discussed in the following chapter.



Further reading



Al-Chalabi, A. et al., The Brain: A beginner’s guide (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2008).


Greenfield, S., The Human Brain: A guided tour (London: Phoenix, 2001).


Kolb, D., Experiential Learning: Experience as the source of learning and development (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1984).


Moon, J., A Handbook of Reflective and Experiential Learning: Theory and practice (London: Routledge, 2004).
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All students need to develop their organization skills if they are to succeed in their studies. This involves the ability to manage your time and effectively juggle work, study and your social life. It is also important that you plan your study carefully and make sure that you meet all coursework deadlines.


If you are able to do this successfully you will find that you enjoy your studies, are more motivated to learn and will improve your chances of success. These issues are discussed in this chapter.



Managing your time



Time management is all about taking control of your own time. The following advice will help you to do this.


■   Draw up a list of non-negotiable activities that you must carry out each week. This will include attending lectures, seminars and tutorials, and any other essential activities.


■   Set aside some time for private study. Try to do this at a time that suits the way you like to work. Make sure that partners, friends or family know that you shouldn’t be disturbed at this time.


■   Set a clear start and stop time for your study sessions. You will find that you begin to work faster but don’t lose any understanding of the material.


■   Think of the most efficient way to carry out a task or cope with a problem. Many student hours are wasted trying to sort out a computer problem or find a particular reference in the library. Ask an expert instead.


■   Recreation and socializing are important for your frame of mind and well-being, but remember that work and play don’t mix. When you are relaxing don’t think about work, and when you are working, don’t think about what you will be doing at the weekend.


■   Don’t work at a time when you should be sleeping. Sleep is essential for your intellectual, emotional and physical health (see Chapter 22).




Tip   Avoid marathon study sessions. Shorter sessions tend to be more productive, especially when committing material to memory.





Time-wasting activities


Students at colleges and universities were asked what they considered to be their worst time-wasting activities. These included:


■   surfing the net for irrelevant material;


■   answering and sending unimportant e-mail;


■   texting;


■   gaming;


■   spending time on social networking sites;


■   searching for and reading irrelevant material in the library;


■   chatting with friends and family on their mobile;


■   worrying or fretting unnecessarily;


■   trying to sort out computer hardware or software problems;


■   putting off assignments by filling time with mundane and unimportant activities;


■   watching television and/or listening to music;


■   feeling ill/lying in bed due to too much socializing and drinking;


■   waiting for assignments/other material to print.




Exercise


Choose a week at the beginning of your course. Make a list of all the ways that you think you have wasted time during this week, using the list above as a guide. (It is best to choose a week at the beginning of term because you will be able to develop good habits from the start of your course and you will be less busy with coursework at this time.) Jot down an action plan that will help you to get rid of these time-wasting activities.


In the next week use this action plan to change these activities, keeping a record so that you know whether or not you have been successful. If you haven’t been successful, continue for a third week, working hard to reduce time-wasting activities.


Through careful action and monitoring, you will find that your habits begin to change over a few weeks, and that you become more efficient with your time.






Juggling work, study and play



As we have seen above, a social life is very important. Indeed, researchers believe that social interaction has an extremely positive influence on brain development and function (see Chapter 1). Therefore, you should not neglect your social life while you are studying, but you need to make sure that it does not take over to the detriment of your studies.


Also, you must make sure that your socializing does not have an adverse influence on your physical and mental well-being. As a student, you understand that too many late nights, alcohol and drugs will not help you to be top of the class.


Working during your studies


Recent research by the National Union of Students (NUS) and HSBC found that 64% of students had, or intended to take on, paid employment during the academic year, with 32% of these opting for term-time jobs. For some students this need to work is due to financial necessity, whereas for others it is to gain valuable work experience.


Whether you need to work through necessity, or whether you choose to work in paid employment, you must make sure that your employment does not have an adverse influence on your studies.


University regulations


Some colleges and universities have regulations about the number of hours a week you are able to spend in paid employment during term-time if you are a full-time student. These limits are provided in an attempt to make sure that your employment does not distract you too much from your studies (the NUS/HSBC survey reported that 43% of working students said that employment had affected their studies).


If you are thinking about obtaining a job you must find out whether your university or college has regulations about working hours. Contact your students’ union or the university student employment service for further information.



Completing coursework and meeting deadlines



The following points will help you to think about meeting deadlines and handing in work on time.


■   At the beginning of your course you should be given a timetable that includes all the assignment and project deadlines. Familiarize yourself with these dates, using a wall calendar (these can be obtained from students’ union shops) or electronic calendar.
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