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Introduction


Higher-level study is a serious challenge, but one that’s well worth taking on – and this book will help you get the most out of it, every step of the way.


Beyond the pain barrier


Studying is hard – it has to be. It’s a risky, confusing, gruelling, emotional, thrilling process of self-discovery and transformation. If you’re not struggling with it, if it doesn’t hurt sometimes, you’re just not doing it right.


But – it shouldn’t feel impossible. Energetic, but not frantic. In its toughest moments you should still know why you’re putting yourself through it, where it’s taking you – and what you’ve got to do to get there in good shape (even if that means going backwards for a while first). It’s definitely not a straight path, and there are no easy answers – which is exactly why you’re doing it.


When you choose higher-level study, you challenge yourself to think differently. It calls into question many of the things you thought you knew. It’s like you’re picking a fight with the learner you’ve been until now.


But on offer are fresh insights, priceless new skills, a different future. If you can stay well, hold your nerve and keep building your strength, the strain along the way will have been more than worth it.


I’ve written this book to help you – and, I hope, to inspire you. To show you why proper, grown-up study pushes you to the limit in just about every way imaginable, and how that makes it pretty much the best thing you’ll ever do.


And if you’re going to do it, put everything on the line like this, you might as well give it everything. This book is about embracing the challenge, taking on the fight, explaining all the strategies that got me through it in one piece, along with ideas and advice from students and academics who are grappling with it all right now.


I made a very good return on all the time, energy, money and raw emotion I put in to my own higher education. It was a love/hate relationship at times, but I’m so glad I kept going. I’ll know I’ll always benefit from the investment I made.


I spend a lot of my time now helping other people get the most out of their study – to get properly involved in the struggle. It’s hard work – that’s the point of it – but there are so many ways to maximize your efforts and drive yourself to make the greatest gains.


Buckle up


I’ll keep returning to the theme of battle (and being battle-hardened – it will be the making of you). For many students, it’s a battle fought on several different fronts, with social, cultural, language or learning barriers to be overcome. As you’ll see from the Contents, I also like the idea of study being a journey – which, in my own case, was more than a metaphor, taking me hundreds of miles from home to a town that was very different from the one I knew. Maybe you, too, have a real journey to make for the next stage of your studies. But even if you’re able to do it from your kitchen table, you’ll still need to be in the mood for some serious travel.


Higher-level study takes you to entirely new territory, where the ground is uncertain, the culture complicated, the population diverse. You’ll need to get to grips with a new language, new behaviour rules, a new set of standards and values. Sometimes you’ll be able to work with others; sometimes you’ll be in fierce competition. You’re going to have to change – and keep changing, in many different ways – if you’re going to survive.


Some of the landscape has been mapped before, but there’s still plenty to explore. So, do your research, navigate carefully, find ways to make new discoveries – and take others with you. You really can make your mark here, maybe even start a revolution.


But you should also embrace just being in these new surroundings, get everything you possibly can from the experience, and come back with your eyes opened and your mind expanded. You’ll be a changed person because of what you’ve done while you were away.


Enjoy the ride


Like the adventurous journey (or the well-fought fight; or the long-distance run – that will be another recurring theme), it’s the difficulty of higher-level study that makes it so exciting, so much fun – and, ultimately, so worthwhile. You need to see evidence of your improvement and feel confident about the long-term benefits of your risk-taking. But I believe it’s absolutely possible to revel in the struggle of studying. In fact, you have to, if you’re going to stay committed for long enough to see real results and feel proper thrills. It’s why you need to know how to study well: so that you put effort into the right things, get all the support that’s on offer, and keep going long enough to enjoy everything else that makes student life so brilliant.


Love/hate


Studying at this level is meant to be emotional. There’s so much to be excited about. You’re choosing to do it. You have real independence. You pick a subject that interests you. You get the whole student lifestyle. And you do it all with your goals in mind.


On the other hand, the responsibility for success is yours now. You need to manage yourself through an increasingly complex range of tasks, making all the important decisions yourself, for years to come, adapting your approach to suit the needs of others, always having to do better to meet higher demands. Your ideas are questioned, your work held up to scrutiny. It’s you that’s really being tested here. And learning to handle the emotions of study is a big part of why you do it.


What it boils down to …


… is this: how well you can learn to be a student, through the intense process of study.


That’s the real test. By handling the workload, coping with the lifestyle, managing the emotions, wrestling with the ideas, getting better at it all over time, adapting, transforming … you need to show that you can do your subject, and that you can do studying, really, really well.


Good study


This book is about everything you gain from good study – what you can become – and how it happens, in practice and over time: by doing more and more of the right things, all the way through your course.


There’s no such thing as the perfect student. It’s fine to make mistakes – especially if you learn from them – and it’s important to be realistic about your development. This book is full of ideas to try, but don’t think you need to be doing all of them at every moment. Start in areas where you know you need help, then gradually extend yourself in other ways. Give new techniques time to work. Use the strategies here to enrich your studying and increase your confidence bit by bit, aiming high but always allowing yourself to be imperfect – to be human.


We’re born as learners, but studying is something different. You’ve done lots of it by the time you get to this stage, but just doing it isn’t enough. (You have to be careful: doing lots of anything can actually make you worse – like some delivery drivers with their road safety, and some doctors with their handwriting.) Good study involves a wide range of skills, used and developed in the process of your studies. This handbook will show you how, and get you doing it. I’ve designed it to join up with all the resources and support available to you from your course, because that’s where it all has to happen.


I’ll show you how to apply all the best study strategies to the specific challenges you face. Courses vary wildly, and a big part of your job is to understand what’s special about yours: what you learn there and how you learn it. If you’re studying maths, or film studies, or physiotherapy, you’ll be doing lots of things very differently from your friends who’ve chosen French, law or acting (and even from people doing a course with exactly the same name somewhere else).


But there are some very important aspects of higher-level learning that apply to every course, everywhere. Those things are the absolute focus of his book. Get them right and everything else will fall into place.


A pinch of salt


Grab all the advice and guidance you can get – that’s a big part of being a successful student – but take it all with a healthy dose of scepticism (another key study skill).


Here’s the case for listening to me. I was a student who came across some strategies that worked well for exams and got me good grades, but more importantly got me interested in study itself. I glimpsed some exciting, ancient memory techniques and adapted them to help me develop and demonstrate my understanding. A couple of teachers showed me new ways of making notes and exploring ideas. I loved running and I applied some of those training methods to my studies, too. The more it all worked, the more I looked for other ways to help myself do well – and I’ve carried on doing it ever since. I’ve loved (and occasionally hated) struggling with coursework, presentations, dissertations, exams. I’ve gone from a comprehensive school in the North East of England to Oxford University; channelled my skills into academic competitions; worked in primary schools, colleges and universities – and in publishing, radio and TV – to get as many people as possible excited about learning to learn.


I’m sold on the benefits of studying well. The qualifications are nice to have, and mine have helped me do some amazing things. But it’s the academic and personal skills I’ve developed in the process that have driven everything I’ve done – and keep promising more.


Digging deep


Long-distance athletes often push themselves hardest towards the end of a training session. After they’ve put in the steady early miles and got to a point where they’re starting to feel tired, rather than ending it there, they speed up. They ‘dig deep’, finding that extra something from somewhere, seizing the opportunity for intense, high-worth training in the last part of the run. They’re still doing the same basic activity – running – but this version challenges them in new ways, and it asks different things of them, mentally and emotionally as well as physically. Like a student pushing on into higher-level work, they rely on all the work they’ve done before, and they have to trust themselves as they move out of their comfort zone. If they can embrace the difficulty, and make it transformational, they know that those tough later miles are where they’ll find the most valuable opportunities for growth.


Moving in, moving on


The weekend before I started writing this book, I dropped my eldest son off at university to start his degree. It all happened quickly: he packed his bags, we loaded up the car – and suddenly he was leaving home, meeting new people, looking after himself, taking charge of his days, getting to grips with a completely new environment, starting to find out who he is when he’s not with us and, among it all, facing an academic challenge that won’t be like anything he’s ever done before. What a challenge. What an opportunity.


Aim high


Higher-level study takes you to places where intense academic – and personal – development can happen. It’s a challenge that can change the rest of your life.


This book will help you to hold your nerve, build your strength, and use your studies to become the student – the person – you deserve to be.




How to use this book


Use this book to prepare for or get started with higher-level studying – either by reading it from start to finish, or by dipping into particular sections – to build a strong, personalized approach.


Going up?


If you’re interested in higher-level study (generally, the work done at the stage called ‘higher education’, in universities, colleges and conservatoires), then this book is for you.


You may be building up to it, taking courses that will qualify you for full-on higher studies (and these courses may already be stretching some of the skills you’ll be using there). If that’s the case, it’s really useful for you to see what’s on the horizon, and to start flexing some of the most important mental muscles so that you can begin developing the key academic skills. You’ll boost your current efforts, and get yourself into great shape for when you do step up to the next level.


And if you’re at that point now, about to start a course, in the middle of it, or even towards the end (and so probably squaring up to the toughest bits of all), then you’ll find things here to help with every part of the challenge.


Welcome


Higher-level education is full of all sorts of people these days, and this handbook is designed for them all. It doesn’t matter how old you are, where you come from, what your experiences have been like so far, where you hope to be going. I’m not assuming anything about you. But I’ll get you to consider all these things and more, helping you to learn about yourself as a student and to see how you can get better and better at studying.


You’re not alone


It’s always useful to hear from fellow travellers, so I’ve included Student Tips from a wide range of helpful contributors, all with down-to-earth advice from the front line. There are also Case Studies: carefully chosen examples that illustrate the ups and downs of study, the real-life experiences of some very different students – and the rich learning that can emerge from the struggles of study.


So, whoever you are, however you’ve got here, I’ve tried to make this book as approachable as possible. Where I mention ‘university’, I know that you may be studying in a different sort of institution, and I’m aware that terms like ‘tutor’ and ‘lecture’ and ‘dissertation’ don’t apply to everyone. But the reasons for writing about them matter to everyone studying at a higher level. I’ll show you what it all means for you, and how you can adapt all the details as necessary.


To be clear …


Every chapter begins with a one-sentence summary to set up the central theme in the pages ahead.


That’s followed by:


•What? – the chapter’s content and concepts


•When? – the best times to put the ideas into action


•Who? – the other people involved in making them work


•Why? – the range of benefits on offer


•How? – the way you’ll be guided through.


And all the chapters finish with a Ten-point summary, a round-up of the ten most important points to take away, and a brief Where to next? signpost to the chapter that follows.


Throughout the book I’ve included graphics to give you an extra angle on the information. With the words, I’ve gone for a simple style, hoping it helps you to interpret, understand and remember some far-from-simple ideas. Academic terms are explained – and academics themselves appear throughout to share their experiences and insights. These are the professionals, the people working hard to support your studies (and the folk you need to impress), so look out for these valuable pieces of Academic Advice.


But sometimes even high-level academic activities are best described in more down-to-earth ways. It’s easy to feel like a complete beginner when things seem specialized and unfamiliar, but very often we’re already doing them without realizing. From an early age you’ve been analysing information, finding representations for abstract ideas, making complex arguments, exploiting the potency of language – and many of the most important academic skills are just extensions of behaviour like this. I want to give you the confidence to build on what you’re already doing. You don’t have to be fluent in the language to join in a very exciting conversation (but you will be, eventually, if you do).


Just do it


I want everything you explore here to have an impact, which will only happen if you get fully involved. Note To Self sections alert you when there’s a particularly important action to implement, but on every page you’ll see things to do, discuss, think about and try for yourself. The final chapter includes a practical plan for taking forward every key strategy explored in the book.


Good study is muscular and active. You’ll get tired sometimes, but you can also generate energy by pushing yourself that bit further. The best learning comes when you’re able to reach out and take all the things you need. Be prepared for plenty of activity (including the 19 different verbs that start the chapter descriptions in the Contents).


This is an interactive book that’s designed to be kept alongside you throughout your work. You can read through it in order, carrying out the exercises and activities as you go. Or, you might feel the need to go straight to particular sections – elements of study you need most help with, or the things you’re tackling now. Both approaches are fine. I’ve tried to make the structure and layout of the book as easy to get to grips with as possible, including a detailed Contents, Part summaries, an Index and Go to instructions throughout to help you navigate quickly and effectively. Sometimes I’ll show you why you need to skip forwards or back to something, taking an integrated, layered approach. Sometimes you’ll need to repeat an exercise or reassess yourself in the light of your real experiences. Remember, good study does not mean following a straight road.


But, as well as looking for the things you know you need, find time to read parts that might reveal aspects of your study that you didn’t realize were an issue. Be honest with yourself: take a fresh look at what you’re doing. It’s all part of the reflective, self-aware, analytical approach that’s at the heart of successful study. It’s also what lets you mould all the advice into the shape that suits you best.


Ask Yourself sections will give you particular questions to reflect on – and advice on how to get something tangible from your response.


I’ll also be urging you throughout to put this book to work within your real studies. I’ve coordinated closely with leading universities to make sure that the advice here matches the messages they want to send out, and it’s all aimed at helping you get the very best value from the course you’re on.


So, apply what you read and learn to the things you’re doing every day. Use it to help you get the most out of all the teaching and learning opportunities you get, including any support materials and services you’re offered from elsewhere. Discuss it all with other students. Tell them what you’ve found most useful, and see what insights they’ve got, what works for them, where they think you should go next. Make this book part of real, dynamic development from the start.


Part 1 helps you to understand where you’re starting from: how to use key aspects of your experiences so far to help you to plan where you want to go. You’ll explore some important thoughts and feelings about learning, taking an honest and open look at the personal factors that could help or hinder your progress – and what to do about them. By analysing your unique situation as a student, you’ll be able to take on the task ahead with your eyes open, ready to do the right things from the start.


Part 2 focuses on stepping up to higher-level study in general – and into the particular subject you’ve chosen. It’s important to know which skills are developed here, how it’s done, and what’s that’s likely to mean for you personally. Prepare yourself for the processes of teaching and learning that go on, choose your personal goals, and check that your external and internal environments are set up in your favour.


Part 3 covers things that matter to all higher-level students: getting everything done well in the time you’ve got; researching, reading and recording information effectively, in print and on screen; developing your writing to deepen and demonstrate your understanding; and making yourself ‘assessment-proof’ from day one.


Part 4 explores thinking, and the complex processes that control your understanding, learning and memory. It also gets you thinking about yourself, developing the sort of reflective approach you’ll need to engage fully with studying, and keep doing it better.


Part 5 looks at all the things you have to get done as a student – why you do them, and how you get the most out them – including teaching, independent tasks, shared projects, presentations, large-scale writing tasks, tests and exams.


Part 6, finally, is about keeping going from here, committing to building all your skills in the long-term, in context; learning what good study really means.


I’ve aimed to include plenty of thinking space, and to give you freedom to do everything at your own pace, with your own needs firmly in mind.


But there’s no getting away from the fact that study is so valuable because it tests and stretches you – and demands so much from you. It’s not a book that offers easy ways out.


What this book is not


It’s not a set of instructions to follow (but it will help you to discover what works best for you).


It’s not a remedial guide, trying to fix things about your approach, or about you. You’ll need to develop from where you are, building a rich set of skills over time.


It’s not a course to take before the real work begins. When you activate this advice in your studies, this is the real work.


It’s not a race towards a finish line. Part of its job is to show you why academic development isn’t like that, because the most valuable skills are continually being developed and enriched. However, it will help you to achieve qualifications, which are clearly much more than just checkpoints along the way.


What this book is


It’s a handbook for you to use actively, so that you find out in practice what good study means for you. And you can’t just want to do it. You need a will to study. I’m committed to helping you access all the energy and enthusiasm you need to grapple with the challenges ahead, and I’ll guide you to get the most out of everything you put in.


If you haven’t felt it already, I hope you’ll soon experience the excitement of study – an occupation that offers risk, struggle, highs and lows, life-changing experiences, and the richest of rewards.
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Starting Points


Assessing where you are now in your academic journey, to help you plan the way ahead


Chapter 1 focuses on you, analysing your thoughts and feelings about learning, your experiences of studying so far, and the circumstances you’re in as you prepare for all the challenges to come.


Chapter 2 explores your motivation to study, your ability to control the learning conditions, and your confidence to use the full range of thinking styles at your disposal.


Chapter 3 examines sets of skills that are vital for all students: self-management, -task-management, people skills.


Chapter 4 explains the development of academic thinking, behaviours and skills, helping you to set yourself up for success.
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Personal details


Make an honest assessment of everything about you that affects your studying, so that you can take charge of your academic development from today.


[image: ] What?


This chapter guides you through a process of self-analysis that’s absolutely vital for success in higher-level study. To tackle the intensely personal challenge involved in this phase of your education, and to seize all the opportunities it offers to develop as a person, you need to see yourself clearly throughout. And the first thing to examine is what you’re like now, all the aspects of you that are likely to have an impact on your studies, so that you can respond accordingly. Because it isn’t just about reflecting. It’s about reacting, doing everything you can to give yourself the best chance of studying well.


[image: ] When?


Self-reflection in its widest sense is absolutely integral to higher-level study. It features throughout this book as a key tool in the process of becoming a successful student, as well as one of the most valuable skills developed by studying like this.


The earlier you start, the better, and the questions asked in this chapter are particularly important to answer before you step up to full-on higher-level work. But don’t worry if you’re already deep in your course. These exercises will help you to strengthen your approach at any point. The sooner you appreciate the full range of factors influencing your studying, the sooner you can set up the best possible conditions, draw on all your strengths, head off future problems, and get used to working in ways that are right for you.


[image: ] Who?


Clearly, the most important person in this process is you – but others have significant roles to play, too. By talking to family, friends, fellow students and members of academic staff, you’ll build up the richest possible picture of yourself – including pieces of the jigsaw that would be very hard to find on your own. You can also make these other people part of your responses to whatever you discover, harnessing their help at key moments and strengthening your ability to make studying collaborative and dynamic.


[image: ] Why?


Good study is active and energetic. The exercises in this chapter will help you to reach out for what you need to be a success, and it’s essential to have a clear sense of purpose (although you won’t really know what you’re taking on until you’re in the thick of it). Higher-level learning is also an emotional business, requiring real strength of character, resilience, adaptability and a set of long-term survival skills. Self-analysis is a vital part of planning for the challenge and then protecting yourself throughout – ensuring that nothing gets in the way of your studying.


Ask the right questions and you’ll reveal all the advantages you have, as well as any issues you need to address. You’ll know what’s likely to work, where problems could lie, the triggers to use as well as those to avoid. Crucially, you’ll be alert to the signals that will tell you most about how it’s all going.


You can’t know everything about what’s going to happen and how you’re going to feel, and that should actually be a big part of why you’re doing it. But you can make some sensible preparations, based on everything you know about yourself now.


[image: ] How?


There are three strands to the process, and they all overlap.


Thoughts and feelings. First, look at yourself. Examine your opinions and beliefs about learning, consider what motivates you and what causes you concern, and reflect on how your emotional responses affect your study, thinking in particular about the things that make you react the way you do. You’re looking for ways to harness your emotional energy and put yourself in the best possible place for higher-level learning.


Experiences. Next, examine your past to understand more about your approach to studying now. Mine it for clues about what the future might hold, but focus on finding ways to improve your outcomes.


Circumstances. Finally, make a broad sweep of your present position, exploring anything and everything that affects your study. The things in your favour will be exploited for all they’re worth. Where potential threats emerge, you’ll work out ways to minimize their impact or remove them altogether.


You’ll be guided to get extra evidence for your investigations, and urged to be as honest with yourself as possible. Nothing here is black or white. Many factors have the potential to help or hinder. The things you find easy may offer less than you think. Threats and difficulties can add dynamism and richness to your work. Like your studies themselves, the grey areas are very often where the good stuff happens.


Within each of these three focus areas you’ll be working through the ‘4Rs’:


Reflect. Give yourself time and space to think openly about who you are, how you operate, and why. Consider pros and cons, strengths and weaknesses, and what it all means for your studies.


Reframe. See whether it helps to look at some of these things in a new way, emphasizing different aspects and viewing them in a more positive light.


Respond. Choose how you’re going to use everything at your disposal, and deal with anything that threatens your success.


Resolve. Larger resolutions will emerge from the first three of the 4Rs as you clarify your understanding of what you’re going to need to succeed. You’ll know the areas to stay focused on from here, and the sort of committed, long-term approach that’s likely to help you most.


[image: ] Steps To Success


1 Take your pulse


Higher-level study is about you – which, for most people, means a mixture of excitement and fear, especially just before it starts.


You’ll get to take control of so much of the learning process, make lots of your own decisions, manage your daily life, and have plenty of opportunities to express your opinions and ideas. But where’s the line for you between freedom and responsibility? Do you enjoy decision-making, or need to be guided? How does it feel when you’re outside your comfort zone? When does an ‘opportunity to express yourself’ become ‘pressure to perform’?


It’s important to be aware of how you’re feeling about higher-level study now, and to monitor it throughout your course. Above everything else, it will help you to look after yourself. It will also play a vital part in developing your understanding of study, the ‘studying to be a student’ that’s at the heart of this kind of work.













	Start by pinning down some influential opinions and beliefs at this stage of the game. Give each of the following statements a score between 0 (completely disagree) and 10 (completely agree).

	Score




	Emotions have an impact on study.

	 




	Studying is most effective when emotions are kept out.

	 




	You need to be aware of how other students around you are feeling.

	 




	Studying can improve your emotional health.

	 




	Studying at a higher level is a frightening experience.

	 




	Emotional awareness leads to more effective studying.

	 




	Good study always involves difficult emotions.

	 




	Higher-level study is emotional for staff as well as students.

	 




	Students can become more confident through the process of studying.

	 




	You can only study well if you’re happy and relaxed.

	 






As well as giving you plenty to think about now, and providing valuable context for the other exercises in this chapter, your answers here are part of long-term self-analysis, developed throughout the whole book. See whether any of your responses change in the process.


 [image: ] Ask Yourself


[image: ] Which emotional factors are particularly significant for students?


Imagine a large lecture theatre. It’s the first day of the first year for the hundreds of university students crowding in and taking their seats. You can tell just by looking at them that they come from a variety of geographic, social and cultural backgrounds. Some are considerably older than others. They’re already betraying differences in behaviour and attitude as they sit down, unpack their equipment (or don’t), talk to the people around them (or don’t), waiting for the lecture to begin.


But what if you could also listen to their private thoughts and access their innermost feelings? What sort of things do you think you’d learn?


Spend a moment now thinking about (and maybe jotting down) all the emotional factors that are likely to be at play here. Remember to think about (potentially) positive emotions as well as (potentially) negative ones. It’ll help you to consider whether any of these factors apply to you, and give you some useful insights to draw on when you explore the challenges of working with others later in the book.




[image: ]	 Academic Advice


‘On the course I lead, and many others, there’s something called a PDP: a Personal Development Profile. It’s an ongoing record that the students fill in to keep track of their progress, particularly the aspects that only they really know about, like how interested, engaged and confident they are. We get them to update their file at key points in the course to help them adjust their working practices, get help if they need it, and plan their next steps. But we also show them how to use their PDP to build their self-awareness. If they’re continually reflecting on their work – and responding to what they think and feel – they’re getting to the heart of what higher-level study is all about.’ Sophie, university lecturer and head of department







Student Tip:


‘University is definitely a personal challenge, but it’s also a chance to take a greater role in things beyond yourself. You get to see how your studies relate to global concerns, and there are opportunities to start participating on a new level - in democracy, human rights, public health … even the health of the planet itself.’ Parvinder, Pharmaceutical Sciences student





2 Express your feelings


Why are you reading a book about study? What are you hoping to get out of it? Like every other reader, you’ll be coming to it with a range of different needs, interests, hopes, fears … based on how you’re feeling about different aspects of the challenge ahead. Depending on how you address them, those feelings will have a real effect on how your studies go from now on.


Here are some of the big ‘triggers’ for students’ emotions. Read them carefully, think about the positive and negative aspects of each one, and write down a few words or phrases to record how you’re feeling now about these themes.


How are you feeling about …


… doing something new: starting a course with working practices, tasks and assessments that are different from anything you’ve done before, explained in unfamiliar terminology, shared with a set of people you’ve never met – and very likely in a place you don’t know at all?


 


 


… specializing: narrowing your focus to a particular subject and attempting to explore it at length and in great depth?


 


 


… being a beginner: grappling with difficult new concepts and practices that will often seem unconnected with the things you already know – and may even reduce your previous learning structures to rubble?


 


 


… making decisions: taking responsibility for when, where and how you work – as well as every aspect of your daily life?


 


 


… making judgements: gathering evidence, comparing, checking, analysing … in order to reach conclusions and deliver verdicts – among a variety of different views?


 


 


… persuading others: being confident to stand by your judgements, and using various forms of communication to convince others to agree?


 


 


… making mistakes: revealing things that you don’t know or can’t do – sometimes because there aren’t any right answers to aim for?


 


 


… getting feedback: doing intense, personal work, then standing back while it’s discussed, unpicked, criticized?


 


 


… learning in teams: working with a wide variety of people, sometimes relying on them, sometimes competing with them?


 


 


… working with experts: coming into contact with leaders in their field – and having to meet them on their level, to their expectations?


 


 


… managing projects: keeping in control of large-scale, long-term work, getting everything done to a high standard while balancing the rest of your life and staying well?


 


 


… creating knowledge: starting to contribute to progress in your subject by doing real research, making discoveries, advancing new ideas, facing down challenges, keeping up to date … and adding to what’s already known and understood?


[image: ] Ask Yourself


[image: ] Does the media affect the way you feel and study?


Think about all the different forms of media you consume: websites, podcasts, social media, radio, TV, film, newspapers, magazines … What sort of influence do they have on your emotions – and, crucially, how do those emotions impact on your studies?


•What do your news providers ‘tell’ you about education? (That it’s exciting, irrelevant, transformational, expensive, easy, stressful?)


•What do your online services ‘tell’ you about information? (Is knowledge fixed or fluid? Who controls it? How is it created? Does it need to be checked, interpreted, critiqued? Do we need to remember anything anymore?)


•What do your social media applications ‘tell’ you about communication? (That it’s safe, threatening, subtle, violent, valuable, throwaway?)


•What do your entertainment choices ‘tell’ you about the world? (Is it fascinating, dangerous, interconnected, lonely, beautiful, unfair, getting better, getting worse, full of problems, full of possibilities?)


Think about how your media use makes you feel in general, and at particular points in the day, week and year. Mental and emotional health are vital factors in higher-level studying.


•Are there points in the day (or night) when your media use has a particularly positive or negative effect on your feelings?


•What about over a whole year: are there times (like birthdays, seasons, festivals, holidays) when the media’s effects on your feelings are especially strong?


•Which aspects of the media boost your confidence, motivation, energy and overall ability to study well, and which have the opposite effects?


•Do other factors play a part in the way the media impacts your emotions (tiredness, alcohol, other people’s responses, how you were feeling anyway …?)


3 Find your purpose


Your feelings about studying are likely to be bound up closely with your reasons for doing it. Here’s an exercise to explore what’s driving you.













	
Below are ten of the key potential gains from higher-level study. Rank them in order, from 10, as the least important to you, up to 1, the most.
I am studying to …



	Rank




	… add to my qualifications

	 




	… strengthen my people skills

	 




	… deepen my subject knowledge

	 




	… develop myself as a person

	 




	… improve my professional prospects

	 




	… grow my personal confidence

	 




	… increase my understanding of the world

	 




	… stretch myself academically

	 




	… enjoy new social and leisure opportunities

	 




	… take my thinking and learning skills to the next level

	 








[image: ] Academic Advice


‘I think it’s important for students to have a mix of reasons for wanting to study. It helps you to engage with all the different bits of the challenge, stay motivated and build up your resilience and resolve.’ Maggie, university learning mentor





4 Plan your attack


When you’ve examined your opinions, beliefs and feelings about studying – in general, and in direct relation to you – you can start focusing on what it all means. Where are the strengths here that you can draw on, the weaknesses you need to address, the opportunities to exploit, the threats to deflect? It’s a classic SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats). It’s a vital step in moving from reflection to response.


You’re going to record the most important things that have come out of analysing your feelings about studying. You can then start choosing how you’re going to respond to what you’ve learned about yourself.


Don’t forget the other two Rs: reframing and resolving. Can any of the potential negatives be turned into positives here by the way you look at them? What sort of opportunities open up if you commit yourself to doing some key things differently?


Use the following themes to guide you. Think about each one in turn and write some thoughts about it in the appropriate space in the table below (or spaces; this task puts you into one of those magical grey areas, where decision-making is complex and rich).


Newness. Unfamiliar things – places, processes, people – can be unsettling and scary, but they also offer possibilities (I promise!). The unknown offers new threats but also new opportunities.


Change. If you do it right, you’ll come out of your studying different, in lots of ways. To reap the rewards, you’ll need to dismantle old understandings, adapt to new ways of working and thinking, and cope in a world where information and ideas are in a constant state of flux.


Independence. No one’s going to tell you what to do or what to think. You’ll have new freedoms and new responsibilities. How does this relate to the strengths and weaknesses of your character? How confident do you feel about going it alone?


Challenge. Higher-level study isn’t just about ‘harder’ content. The work is more demanding on many different levels. It asks new things of you as an academic, and a person. Will that hold you back or spur you on? How much does it worry you, and how much is it exactly why you’re here?


Exposure. There’s no hiding-place. Your judgements will be sought, shared and scrutinized. You’ll be asked to perform, collaborate, debate. In print and in person you’ll need to communicate and justify knowledge, understanding, skill and personal points of view. The benefits and the credit will be yours, because the intense intellectual and emotional challenge will be yours too.


Pressure. Your course will apply pressure at key points, taking you out of your comfort zone with new tasks, encouraging you to ask more and more of yourself, stepping up the assessments, raising the stakes. What will this mean for your existing strengths and weaknesses? Are you feeling threatened, or can you see the opportunities beckoning?


Use these themes to guide you, read back through the chapter for ideas, and use the SWOT table to help you record and explore your thoughts.


[image: ]




Case Study: Ellie


In the weeks before she left for university, Ellie had a number of conversations with her parents about her previous experiences of studying. ‘I found it a bit annoying to start with, because they kept reminding me of things that hadn’t gone very well for me before. It was quite painful actually. Some not-very-nice feelings came back. But after a while I started thinking more positively, about some of the things I could do differently this time. And it was good to talk to Mum and Dad because there were some practical things that they could do to help.’





5 Apply the 4Rs. Part 1: Thoughts and feelings


Think about what you’ve learned about yourself in this chapter so far: your opinions, beliefs and feelings about study; your reasons for taking your learning to the next level; your emotional reactions to the particular challenges involved.


Reflect


What are the most important things you’ve learned about you?




 


 


 


 





Reframe


Are there any factors here that could be reframed, to make them more useful to you now – negatives turned to positives, threats to opportunities?




 


 


 


 





Respond


How are you going to deal with any disadvantages, and make sure that you draw on all your strengths?




 


 


 


 





Resolve


Where do you need to direct particular energy, to be the most successful version of yourself in the future?




 


 


 


 





6 Explore your past


Although this book is very much about the present and the future, it’s important to take a moment to go back in time … to explore experiences that could impact the way you think and feel about studying now.


Once again, you’ll be reflecting first, in order to reframe, respond and resolve.


When you think back over your education, which experiences spring to mind – for positive or for negative reasons? Make notes in the spaces below as you reflect on the past; not just what happened or what people said, but what it could mean.


Positive experiences of education




How might these moments help you in the future? Think about their potential impact on your feelings, behaviours and your overall approach to higher-level study. Could they have any negative impacts, too? (Maybe they make you overconfident, homesick, risk averse?)


 


 


Negative moments


Could these events have any lasting impact? Are there threats here to being positive, confident, energetic, resilient? Are there any positives to be drawn from what happened? Does anything here actually strengthen your approach to study now?


 


 


Positive things people have said to you in education


What benefits can you take from conversations and comments you’ve had? Are any of these things also potential threats? Sometimes praise can actually be difficult to receive. Some outwardly positive words can make us anxious, complacent, demotivated.


 


 


Negative things


Do these words still have potential to hold you back? Or could they propel you forward?


 


 


7 Apply the 4Rs. Part 2: Experiences


Straight away, with thoughts about the past still fresh in your mind …


Reflect


What are the most significant things for you in these reflections – about what’s happened to you, and what’s been said to you in the past?




 


 


 


 





Reframe


Which experiences or comments could possibly be viewed differently, to make them more helpful as you move on?




 


 


 


 





Respond


What will you do now in your studies, in response to what you’ve learned?




 


 


 


 





Resolve


Have you made any resolutions about your future, from looking at how things went before?




 


 


 


 





8 Know your place


What I loosely call your circumstances is made up of a number of factors. A few you have some control over, but most are just ‘the way it is’. Being aware of them, and their potential impact on your studies, takes you another step towards shaping your strongest possible approach.










	
Read each of the points below and think about emotional and practical impacts. How these things make you feel about your studying, as well as how they might affect it in more tangible ways.
For each one, write down something mostly positive and something mostly negative. Notice which comes to mind most easily.
Finally, decide which of the two points is likely to have the most impact, unless something changes, and put a tick in the relevant box.



	
Previous education. How well has it equipped you for the challenges you’re about to face?


	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Non-study work. Think about the roles and responsibilities you’ve had so far in your life, paid or unpaid. What is there here that could go for or against you in your studies?



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Family. Are you affected by what your siblings, parents, even grandparents did (or didn’t do) in their education? What sort of impact might your family have on what you do from here?



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Social/cultural/ethnic/religious background. Does it provide support, pressure, distraction, encouragement? How do its values match those of the academic world?



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Age. Are you the same age as most of the other people on your course? These days, it’s possible to be significantly older or younger than the people you’re studying with – so what are the potential advantages and disadvantages of how old you are?



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Geography. Are you close enough to live at home, moving to a new city, or maybe even travelling between countries?



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Finances. What role does money play in your decision to push ahead with your studies? Will you have to combine paid work with academic work? Does money motivate or pressurize you? Help you or limit you? Make you feel safe or stressed?



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Accommodation. How appropriate are your living arrangements for someone attempting higher-level study?



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Wellbeing. Think about your physical, mental and emotional health, and factors such as diet, exercise, sleep, alcohol and drugs.



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Close relationships. What impact will your family and friends have on your studies? Think about the practicalities of them looking after you, and you looking after them, as well as the emotional influences at play.



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	Special needs. There should be plenty of support available, whatever your particular difficulty. And remember: the things that challenge your learning sometimes benefit it, too, especially the long-term, multi-layered processes involved in learning at this level.



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts















	And … anything else. Are there any other aspects of your personal situation that you know you’ll need to take into account?



	
[image: ]

Positive impacts




	
[image: ]

Negative impacts











[image: ] Academic Advice


‘My university’s good at providing support for students’ wellbeing. There are lots of different services, all fairly well resourced and widely advertised – but it’s frustrating because some students still seem to be reluctant to ask for help. Studying’s tough, life can be tough. It’s really hard to do your work if you’re not OK. But we’ve got pastoral tutors like me, a medical centre, counselling services, student mentors, a chaplaincy team. They’ve all got specialist skills, but they can also signpost you to other people who might be more appropriate. So I always urge students to speak to someone if they’ve got issues, and to get in there early. It’s all anonymous and often you don’t even have to go anywhere – just do it online or over the phone. The help is there if people reach out to use it.’ Jackie, university tutor





9 Apply the 4Rs. Part 3: Circumstances


There’s a lot about our personal situation that we just can’t change. But there’s also plenty that we can, particularly when we choose the most positive reactions and highlight ways to make the best of the position we’re in.


Reflect


Looking at your current circumstances, what are the most important things for you to bear in mind?




 


 


 


 





Reframe


Which aspects could become more favourable for you if you looked at them differently, maybe recognized some advantages on offer?




 


 


 


 





Respond


What are the key things you need to do to give yourself the best chances of success?




 


 


 


 





Resolve


What’s the best resolution you could make, to get the most out of the position you’re in?




 


 


 


 







[image: ] Note To Self


If you’re starting at a new place of study – and particularly if you’re living somewhere different – make sure that the right people have all the right information about your physical, mental and emotional health. You’ll be advised about registering with health professionals and accessing a range of other support services – so do. And check that all your records have been successfully transferred. Help the people who are there to help you. They need to know how you’ve been in the past, what’s worked and what hasn’t – and what to look out for in the future.





10 Stay alert


Don’t end the analysis here. Keep reflecting on all the factors that influence your experiences and achievement throughout your studies. And keep thinking carefully about the most beneficial ways to respond. You’ll be encouraged to keep recognizing the themes explored in this chapter throughout the book – and beyond. Part 6 will help you to build this sort of reflective and responsive attitude into your long-term approach, and there’s always new information emerging.


Look. Alongside the activities in this chapter, keep your eyes open for any extra evidence. Old school reports, photographs from your education, the way your desk is arranged right now – there may well be some very visible indications of how you approach your studies, and why.


Listen. Talk to any likely witnesses among the people who know you, personally and academically. Find out what they have to say about the questions you’re considering here – plus anything else they can add.


It’s all about building up the most detailed picture possible, analysing its significance, and responding accordingly – so it also happens to be great training for the kinds of thinking you’re going to be doing in higher-level study itself.


[image: ] Ask Yourself


[image: ] Is it right to get personal?


How much do you think someone’s ‘personal details’ – their emotional landscape, past experiences, current situation – really affect their academic success? Which factors – if any – do you believe have the most impact? Before you read on any further, spend a moment thinking about your current thoughts and feelings about study in general. What sort of people do best? How much should anyone personalize their approach? Which makes more of a difference to your study: who you are or what you do?


 [image: ] Ten-point summary


1. Self-analysis is vital preparation for studying as well as a key part of the academic development process.


2. Find out what you think about the emotional aspects of learning in general and you’ll get a better understanding of your own feelings about study.


3. Explore your reactions to the big challenges of higher-level work to help you plan a robust approach.


4. It’s important to be aware of the positive and negative influences of the media, in all its forms.


5. Be clear about your reasons for studying. It’s good to have a mixture.


6. Self-reflection helps you to unpick the complex collection of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats in who you are – and to see the best ways to respond.


7. Learn from what’s happened to you – and been said to you – in the past, to strengthen your approach for the future.


8. Every student’s circumstances are unique, and almost everyone has difficulties to overcome – as well as advantages to exploit.


9. Studying is emotional, so it’s vital to look after your wellbeing and get help as soon as you need it.


10. Stay reflective and self-aware, learning from new experiences and adapting yourself through the process of higher-level study.


 [image: ] Where to next?


Chapter 2 will get you fired up for learning and show you how to put yourself in control of your studies.








[image: ]


Ready for action?


You need to take an active approach to study to set up the right conditions for success, with flexible thinking skills and a clear understanding of which strategies work best for you.


[image: ] What?


A word often used to describe learning at this level is autonomous. You’re not on your own, but it does ask a huge amount of you as an individual, developing your abilities to think and operate independently, and offering some extremely valuable personal rewards. So much of what you get out of it depends on what you’re ready to put in.


This chapter explores more of the personal factors that are likely to have a big impact on your experience and your achievement. It helps you to analyse how you engage with learning now, so that you can take steps to do it even better. It explores the core aspects of your thinking and learning that make you the student you are. And it shows you how to use this awareness to take an increasingly active role in the development of your learning from this point on.


[image: ] When?


The sooner you know what leads to good learning in general – and your learning in particular – the sooner you can start doing the things that help. All kinds of habits are difficult to break, so it’s important to start your new course as you mean to go on. But you can still benefit from this kind of reflection and resolution process at any point along the way – and it should be ongoing, regularly updated in the light of new evidence to make sure that you’re putting the right energy into the right areas of your work.
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