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Smarter Study Skills





Instant answers to your most pressing university skills problems and queries.

Are there any secrets to successful study?

The simple answer is ‘yes’ – there are some essential skills, tips and techniques that can help you to improve your performance and success in all areas of your university studies.

These handy, easy-to-use guides to the most common areas where most students need help, provide accessible, straightforward practical tips and instant solutions that provide you with the tools and techniques that will enable you to improve your performance and get better results – and better grades!

Each book in the series allows you to assess and address a particular set of skills and strategies, in crucial areas of your studies. Each book then delivers practical, no-nonsense tips, techniques and strategies that will enable you to significantly improve your abilities and performance in time to make a difference.

The books in the series are:



	How to Write Essays & Assignments

	How to Write Dissertations & Project Reports

	How to Argue

	How to Improve your Maths Skills

	How to Use Statistics

	How to Succeed in Exams & Assessments

	The Smarter Study Skills Companion




For a complete handbook covering all of these study skills and more:



	The Smarter Study Skills Companion




Get smart, get a head start!









Preface and acknowledgements






Welcome to How to Succeed in Exams & Assessments. We’re pleased you have chosen this book and hope it will fulfil its promise and help you achieve excellent grades. Our aim has been to provide tried-and-tested tips covering the whole exam experience, from planning your revision to coping with exam nerves. We’ve tried to remain faithful to the philosophy of our book, The Smarter Study Skills Companion, by creating a quickly accessible resource that you can dip into in time of need. We had many kinds of students in mind when we decided to write this text and we hope that it will meet your personal needs – regardless of your experience and background.

We would like to offer sincere thanks to many people who have influenced us and contributed to the development and production of this book. Countless people over the years have helped us to test our ideas, especially our PREP resit summer school tutors and students, who provided valuable feedback. We are grateful to the following colleagues and collaborators who have helped us directly or indirectly: Margaret Adamson, Michael Allardice, Chris Carter, Kate Christie, Anne-Marie Greenhill, Jane Illés, Gordon Spark, Jane Prior, Anne Scott, Eric Monaghan, David Walker, Amanda Whitehead, Will Whitfield and Hilary-Kay Young. Also, we acknowledge those at other universities who have helped frame our thoughts, particularly our good friends Rob Reed, Nicki Hedge and Esther Daborn. We owe a special debt to the senior colleagues who encouraged various projects that contributed to this book, and who allowed us the freedom to pursue this avenue of scholarship, especially Robin Adamson, Ian Francis, Rod Herbert and David Swinfen. At Pearson Education, we have had excellent advice and support from Steve Temblett, Georgina Clark-Mazo and Dawn Phillips. Finally, we would like to say thanks to our long-suffering but nevertheless enthusiastic families: Derek, Keith, Tom and Fiona; and Mary, Paul and James, all of whom helped in various capacities.

We’d be delighted to hear your opinion of the book and receive any suggestions you have for additions and improvements.

Kathleen McMillan and Jonathan Weyers

University of Dundee

March 2011







How to use this book






How to Succeed in Exams & Assessments has been organised and designed to be as user-friendly as possible. Each chapter is self-contained and deals with a particular aspect of its subject matter, so that you can read the book through from end-to-end, or in sections, or dip into specific chapters as and when you think you need them.

At the start of each chapter you’ll find a brief paragraph and a Key topics list, which lets you know what’s included. There is also a list of Key terms at this point, and, should you be uncertain about the meaning of any of these, you will find definitions in the Glossary at the end of the book.

Within each chapter, the text is laid out to help you absorb the key concepts easily, using headings and bulleted lists to help you find what you need as efficiently as possible. Relevant examples are contained in figures, tables and boxes, which can be consulted independently, if necessary. The inset boxes are of three types:
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Smart tip boxes emphasise key advice to ensure you adopt a successful approach.
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Information boxes provide additional information, such as useful definitions or examples.
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Query boxes raise questions for you to consider about your personal approach to the topic.
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	At the end of each chapter, there’s a Practical tips section with additional suggestions for action. You should regard this as a menu from which to select the ideas that appeal to you and your learning personality.
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	Finally, the And now box provides three suggestions that you could consider as ideas to take further.
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Succeeding in exams and assessments





Understanding the processes involved in revision and exam-sitting

This book aims to support students who want to succeed in university exams. Achieving this goal will be much easier if you start with a mental picture of the different processes involved in revision and exam-sitting and use this information to arrive at a strategy to guide your efforts.


Key topics


	Information gathering

	Information processing

	Information retrieval and delivery







Key terms

Autonomous learner

Displacement activity

Learning objectives

Learning outcomes

Learning styles

Marking criteria









If you wish to revise effectively, it is crucial that you know what you are trying to accomplish. One way of gaining this understanding is to divide the revision and exam-sitting process into components and look at what you need to achieve at each stage. The process is essentially about managing information – the facts and understanding gained during your course – and can be separated into three main elements:


	information gathering;

	information processing; and

	information retrieval and delivery.




If you do the right things in each of these phases you will greatly increase your chances of achieving excellent grades.



Information gathering


As a result of attending lectures, tutorials or practicals, and from carrying out additional background reading, you will have access to a large amount of information in the form of lecture notes, handouts, printouts (for example, PowerPoint presentations), tutorial or practical notes, textbooks, notes from textbooks and other sources, coursework you may have carried out, and online material. You will probably be able to consult two other vital resources: learning objectives (or learning outcomes) and past exam papers. You should not forget to consult any feedback that you received on coursework assignments as this may give you useful direction on areas of weakness or aspects that require more attention on your part.

In this phase of revision your aim is to ensure that you have copies of all that you require close to hand, and to make sure that it is well organised so that you can consult what you need, quickly:


	Check that you have all the lecture notes and make arrangements to download or copy them, if you do not have these things in place.

	File your notes in sequence.

	Buy or borrow the textbooks that support your course (check the reading list in the course handbook). Alternatively, look these up in your library catalogue and place reservations on them if they are available only on limited access.

	Gather together all other materials that might be relevant, such as completed coursework with feedback.

	Bookmark any online resources that you might be expected to consult.

	Obtain copies of past papers and model answers, if available.

	Find out where the learning objectives or outcomes are published (for example, in the course handbook), and make a copy of them.

	Look in your course handbook for any special guidance notes on the exam and its format.
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You must not let the information gathering phase take up too much of your revision time – recognise that it can be a displacement activity and limit the time you allocate to it within your revision timetable (Ch 8).




There are many potential sources of information about any topic, and a key aspect of your early university education is that you are guided by your tutors as to what is important and reliable, and what is not. Students at higher levels are expected to carry out elements of this task for themselves, as autonomous learners. Working out exactly how much and what kind of extra information you require is closely linked to how you will need to process it.
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At university, you are normally expected to frame your own learning within the context of your course. This self-management is often referred to as ‘autonomy’ and means that you need to be able to work on your own, defining the knowledge and understanding that you need to achieve goals, solve problems and create new outcomes. The ability to learn autonomously develops over time. As you become more experienced as a student, you will recognise and develop skills and approaches that will make you an independent learner.







Information processing

This revision phase involves analysing and manipulating the material you have gathered, with the learning objectives and past exam papers in mind. The principle is not to study passively, for example, by reading through the written material, but to try to do something active, to help you to memorise it (Ch 11 and Ch 12).


Thinking about thinking

It is important to recognise that university teaching is not solely about information transfer where you just accumulate information and memorise a series of facts from lectures and other source material. You must be able use information. In short, you must develop skills in critical thinking. The facts are still required, but it is what you do with them – the critical thinking – in response to the exam or assessment instruction that is important (Ch 15). Benjamin Bloom, a noted educational psychologist, and colleagues, identified six different stages involved in the acquisition of learning and the process of thinking. These are popularly listed as:


	
Knowledge

	Comprehension

	Application

	Analysis

	Synthesis

	Evaluation




Bloom et al. (1956) showed that students were expected to progress through this scale of thought-processing during their studies (Table 1.1). Looking at this table, you may recognise that your school or college work mainly focussed on knowledge, comprehension and application, while your university tutors tend to expect more in terms of analysis, synthesis and evaluation. These expectations are sometimes closely linked to the instruction words used in exam questions. Table 1.1 provides a few examples. However, take care when interpreting these instructions, as processes and tasks may mean different things in different subjects. For example, while ‘description’ might imply a lower-level activity in the arts, it might involve high-level skills in subjects such as architecture.





Table 1.1 A classification of learning objectives derived from the work of Benjamin Bloom and colleagues (1956)


[image: Table 1.1 A classification of learning objectives derived from the work of Benjamin Bloom and colleagues (1956)]



When you analyse the instructions used in exam questions, you should take into account what type of thinking process the examiner has asked you to carry out, and try your best to reach the required level.





Thinking about learning

When starting out at university, it may be useful to consider or reconsider the ways in which you learn best. This is a personal matter: people differ greatly in their preferences for processing and retrieving information. For some students, developing an understanding of this aspect of their character makes a huge difference to their levels of attainment. Chapter 4 considers various types of learning personality, different methods of diagnosing your learning style, and the best ways of approaching study and revision once you know where your learning preferences lie.





Understanding the university exam system

Your department or school will provide plenty of helpful information about assessment. You can find it in course or programme handbooks, printed or online. Accessing this material will help you process the course material and your notes appropriately.


	
Learning objectives/outcomes. These signify what your tutors believe you should be able to accomplish after participating in the different parts of the syllabus and carrying out the further studies they have recommended. They are a vital resource to you when revising, as they will help you interpret the course materials correctly and gain clues about the sorts of exam questions that will be set (Ch 9).
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As part of an approach based on active revision, you will probably wish to reduce or ‘distil’ the notes you have made (Ch 11). This can only be done effectively with a clear idea of the sort of questions that will be asked and an indication of the depth at which you will be expected to deal with the material. In part, this information can be obtained by studying the learning objectives or outcomes and past exam papers.





	
Design of exam papers. To process information effectively as part of your revision, it is essential to look at past papers. These will be valuable in three respects:

	
Type of exam. Tutors use different forms of assessment, depending on which aspects of your learning they wish to evaluate (Ch 17 and Ch 21). If you understand why they have chosen a particular form, you can adjust your revision strategy to take this into account.

	
Style of questions. The ways in which you will be expected to process the information you have collated can be deduced from the style of questions in past papers. For example, you can figure out the scope of knowledge and depth of understanding that will be expected by relating each question to the learning objectives and the syllabus as taught (Ch 9).

	
Weighting of marks. Information about the proportion of marks allocated to different questions or sections of a paper will give you an indication of the effort you should put into each topic within your revision timetable (and during the exam). As a rough guide, the proportion of time spent revising, or answering specific questions in exams, should match the proportion of marks allocated. However, you may wish to adjust this balance if a particular topic is difficult for you (Ch 8 and Ch 15).








If past papers are not available in any of your subjects, you should consider meeting with others in your class to see if, together, you can come up with ideas about potential questions and styles of question (Ch 6 and Ch 9).
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It is worth remembering that courses may change over time, as can the staff teaching them. This can have a considerable impact on content and the course structure. These should be flagged to you within the course handbook, or by tutors, but it might be worth confirming with the course leader or departmental administrator if you sense a mismatch between the syllabus as taught and the learning objectives or question papers. The same applies to checking whether you can assume that this year’s exam papers will be constructed in the same way as in previous years.





	
Marking criteria. These statements indicate the levels of attainment that tutors expect for different grades (Ch 2). They are the benchmarks for assessing the evidence of your learning, as shown in your responses to assessments and exams. The marking criteria are useful to look at before you start revising: allied with an understanding of Table 1.1, they will give you a better feel for how deep your understanding should be and for the standards that apply to your work.
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Feedback you have received about your previous exam and assessment performances (Ch 10) should affect how you carry out information processing during revision. For example, this might indicate that your answers have lacked relevance or sufficient depth. You should therefore adjust your approach to reflect any comments, perhaps by ensuring that you are applying higher-level thinking skills (Table 1.1) or have committed relevant facts to memory (Ch 12).
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