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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better – be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing your own vegetables, or writing a novel.
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.
         
 
         For more information on passing exams visit 
 www.passyourexams.co.uk
         
 
         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in their books. Now, when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
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            Preface

         
 
         Compared with the nine months or so of hard work involved in  undertaking a course of study and submitting coursework  assignments, exams themselves actually are easy. Yet it’s the exams  that people dread more than anything else. This is partly because  students are generally not taught how to approach exams in a way  that builds the necessary confidence and maximises their chances.  In this book I’ll help take the fear out of exams and give you  some practical tips on how to do well in them.
         
 
         Exam success isn’t only for the clever and hard working. Success  comes as much, if not more, from your attitude to exams, the way  you approach the course of study and some simple techniques to  use on the day itself.
 
         A universal culture of fear, worry and stress has developed around  exams. But it really needn’t be like this for you. In this book I  will dispel the common myths surrounding exams and show you  how to adopt a positive and confident approach. Some simple  insights, tools and approaches are provided which are rarely  taught in schools and colleges, but which can really make the  difference between success and failure. In fact they are likely to  account for at least 50% of your chances for success.
 
         We’ll start by getting you to change completely the way you view  exams. Next we move on to looking at what examiners want from you. And then, armed with the attitude and confidence to do  well, you’ll see how to study and revise in a way that minimises  the pressure at exam time whilst at the same time equipping you  to succeed. Finally, you’ll learn some simple but absolutely  invaluable tips on how to approach the exam itself. The  techniques are easy to learn and proven beyond doubt and have  the added advantage of giving your confidence a welcome boost,  so that you arrive in the exam room ready and able to succeed.
         
 
         Your chance of success will improve dramatically and you will  gain an immediate advantage over the not-so-enlightened; an  advantage from changing your attitude, thinking and technique  throughout your course of study and, most importantly, on the  day of the exam; an advantage gained through building  confidence, the all-too-often missing ingredient which can reduce  intelligent, capable people to nervous wrecks at exam time!
         
 
         Mike Evans
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            Getting a Sensible Perspective

         
 
         
            In this chapter you’ll learn how to view exams in a completely  different light. We’ll sweep away all the myths and misconceptions  and examine the common causes of failure. Finally, you’ll see how to  develop a positive attitude and take responsibility for your own  success.

         
 
         CHANGE YOUR THINKING
 
         Before we can move on to the practicalities of doing well in exams  you need to understand that one of the greatest barriers to success is  your attitude to the whole exam process. As with many things in life  the way you choose to view this can change your feelings and  performance dramatically.
         
 
         I’m going to show you that the common fears relating to exams are  completely unfounded leaving you free to choose, with some  justification, to view examinations not as threatening but more as an  opportunity to demonstrate your knowledge and skills and to do  well. We’ll also talk about stress and how to avoid the harmful  effects whilst harnessing the positive effects.
 
         Understanding the things that usually go wrong is a key element of  changing your thinking. By seeing how easy it is to avoid these pitfalls you’ll begin to feel much more confident and able to face exams without fear.
         
 
         You’ll also see how to improve your chances dramatically by taking responsibility yourself for your own success rather than relying too heavily on teachers, lecturers, etc.
 
         DISPEL THE COMMON FEARS AND MYTHS – NOW!
 
         Fears and myths relating to exams can reach almost hysterical proportions in some cases. And from an early age we learn to dread exams and view them as a necessary evil. The most common fears are:
 
         
            ♦ Exam questions are carefully worded to catch you out.
 
            ♦ Examiners are very mean with marks.
 
            ♦ Exams are nothing more than a test of memory, so they favour those with perfect recall or a photographic memory.
 
            ♦ You can only do well in exams if you can think and write quickly.
 
            ♦ You’re bound to get stressed by exams and this can be very dangerous and destructive.

         
 
         None of this is true. Let me explain…
         
 
         Exams are not designed to catch you out
 
         Exams aim to test your understanding in a constructive way. Questions need to be worded very carefully to: 
         
 
         
            ♦ Minimise or eliminate any potential misunderstandings.
 
            ♦ Ensure that everyone has the same chance of understanding and answering them correctly to make the marking process fair.

         
 
         
            What is usually misinterpreted as too exacting is nothing more than an honest attempt at clarity!

         
 
         Examiners are required to write questions in a manner which gives you the opportunity to demonstrate your abilities rather than exposing any weaknesses. Examining boards and authorities exist to promote knowledge and understanding, not to discourage achievement.
         
 
         But, and it’s a very big BUT, having worded the question very carefully they do expect you to do exactly what they’ve asked and present your answer in a clear, logical and easy-to-read way. We’ll talk more about this later, ad nauseam, because you’ll see it come up time and time again. I make no apology for this because one of the biggest causes of failure is not answering the question properly.
         
 
         Examiners are very nice people
 
         Well maybe some aren’t, but they’re certainly not mean with marks and they take no pleasure in failing people. They are usually from the teaching profession so they understand and sympathise with students. For internally-set exams they are often your own lecturers or teachers and in those cases your failure could reflect badly on them. I’m certainly not suggesting that they would award a pass where it isn’t justified, but they’re certainly on your side and have no interest at all in catching you out unfairly. 
         
 
         Examiners want you to pass. And they like awarding marks – providing you’ve done what was asked. They have a carefully designed marking scheme for each carefully worded question so they want to allocate the marks in accordance with this. This means that in reality the marking process usually consists of the examiner searching your answer for responses or points which will earn marks. So as soon he finds one he will allocate the marks and look for the next award-earning item.
         
 
         Bear in mind also that he is usually faced with marking hundreds of scripts to a very tight deadline, so he wants to get through them as quickly and effectively as possible. There is a very important, fundamental fact to be highlighted here. You can capitalise on this situation by making it easy for the examiner to award marks, i.e. get him on your side from the outset. How can you do this? It’s simple:
         
 
         
            ♦ Make sure you answer the question by doing exactly what is asked.
 
            ♦ Make your answer easy to read by presenting it in a logical, easy-to-follow manner with the key points brought out clearly. This makes it easy for the examiner to award the marks as well as keeping him in a good mood.
            

         
 
         We’ll cover both of these points in Chapter 2. You’ll see how to read and interpret questions as well as how to present an easy-to-read response.
 
         Exams are not tests of memory
 
         Exams are designed to test your understanding of and ability to apply the course concepts. This obviously requires you to remember a degree of detail but that’s not what you’re being tested on.
         
 
         We’ll be discussing later how best to study and organise your course  materials (see Chapter 3) as well as effective revision techniques (see  Chapter 5). All of this will help consolidate your learning so that  you’ll find your memory will be good enough. Students invariably  have moments of panic about memory close to exams but then they  find that the exam questions prompt sufficient recall as they begin to  focus on the answer. The irony here is that students usually  remember too much and consequently try to write it all down when  the question doesn’t actually require it.
 
         
            Knowing what to leave out is a more common problem  than remembering enough to put in.

         
 
         We’ll be discussing this more when we look at planning answers in  Chapter 6.
 
         Exams are not tests of writing speed
 
         Exams are designed to be capable of completion in the allotted time.  The perception that there’s never enough time comes back to what  I’ve said above – students try to write all they know about a subject  rather than concentrate specifically on what is asked. But you’ll  never be asked to ‘write all you know’ about a topic, so don’t ever  think about doing it.
 
         We’re back to the common mistakes of not reading the question  carefully and not planning a concise, clearly focussed answer to  which the examiner can allocate marks easily. By the time you’ve finished this book you’ll see how to avoid these problems.
         
 
         Of course you have to work quickly in an examination, but there is enough time to finish, and furthermore it’s vital that you attempt the required number of questions. I’ll demonstrate later on that there is actually no excuse for not finishing provided you manage your time carefully. (See Chapter 8.)
 
         You don’t need to get too stressed by exams
 
         A degree of stress helps bring out the best in most people. People often perform better under some pressure so the trick is to harness the positive effects of stress whilst minimising the more negative aspects.
 
         How you achieve this will depend very much on the type of individual you are. In this book I hope to take away some of the negative aspects by:
 
         
            
               ♦ Dispelling the myths associated with exams.
 
               ♦ Eliminating the irrational fears.
 
               ♦ Changing your attitude.
 
               ♦ Improving your study and revision technique.
 
               ♦ Improving your exam technique.

            

         
 
         Thereby leaving you with a healthy level of stress sufficient to bring out the best in you.
         
 
         It can be a complicated area because stress and anxiety affect people in many different ways. This book will alleviate the effects for everyone and hopefully eliminate them for many. But if problems persist then look for other sources of help which, incidentally, will help in many aspects of your life, not just exams, so the effort is likely to be very worthwhile. There is a wealth of literature available nowadays on stress management covering such things as:
         
 
         
            
               ♦ Exercise
 
               ♦ Diet
 
               ♦ Relaxation techniques
 
               ♦ Natural therapies
 
               ♦ Positive thinking, etc.

            

         
 
         If you haven’t already done so, you may find it useful to try some of these.
 
         For my part, I ask that you view stress as a two edged sword as far as exams are concerned.
 
         
            Look for the positive side. See exams as an opportunity to do well and achieve more than you might otherwise.

         
 
         Use this book to:
 
         
            
               ♦ Improve your understanding of what examiners require.
 
               ♦ Build your confidence.
 
               ♦ Get rid of some of the misconceptions and myths.

            

         
 
         Many argue that the exam system puts terrible stress on young people and this sometimes has tragic consequences. Such stress is more often than not founded on irrationality and those who experience extreme symptoms should seek medical help immediately. Life puts many stresses on the young and learning to cope with exams can help them in later life. Many learn to thrive on stress through seeing the various challenges as opportunities to do well.
         
 
         THE THINGS THAT USUALLY GO WRONG
 
         If you don’t do much work throughout the course and you do little or no revision then you’ll probably fail, and you deserve to. There are no magic answers for the student who does hardly any work. But many failures arise even where very capable people have studied very hard. Such instances can seem curious or even bordering on the mysterious. After all, if someone is clever and they do all the work then they are bound to pass, aren’t they? Sadly no! They can fail for any of a number of reasons not related to the actual volume of effort expended in their studies or their innate academic abilities.
 
         Let’s look at these, but first let me say that all these problems can be avoided easily. I’ll show you how in later chapters. For now all you need is a general awareness of the sort of things that can and do go wrong regularly for even the most conscientious students.
 
         Relying solely on the tutor/lecturer to teach them everything
 
         Relying solely on your tutor to equip you with everything you need for success is a dangerous strategy. How often have you heard candidates leaving an exam room saying ‘…we didn’t cover half the stuff that came up…’.
 
         
            The day of the exam is one heck of a time to discover that you’ve not covered everything you needed to.

         
 
          
         Later in this chapter I’ll be talking more about this and how you must start taking responsibility for your own success. For now just hold on to the idea that the best person to look out for your interests is you.
         
 
         Poorly planned and ineffective revision
 
         There are much easier, more effective and enjoyable ways to revise than a marathon cramming exercise in the weeks leading up to the exam with a very late session on the last night. These are explained in Chapter 5.
 
         Poor note keeping which makes revision confusing, difficult and time consuming
 
         You’ll see in Chapter 3 how to get organised from the beginning of the course, including how to use notes effectively and thereby minimising the effort required for revision.
 
         Failure to read questions properly
 
         Here’s where things start to go wrong in the exam room, but in Chapters 2 and 8 I’ll give you some techniques to avoid this common mistake.
 
         Poor essay technique and failing to plan answers properly
 
         Another big problem area where people fail to grasp the importance of the way in which they communicate with the examiner. Remember what I said earlier about making it easy for the examiner to give you marks? In Chapter 6 you’ll learn all about planning and writing essays to achieve this.
         
 
         Failure to manage time effectively during the exam
 
         We’ve already talked about the need to plan your time to finish the exam. In Chapter 8 you’ll see exactly how to do this. Remember there’s no excuse for not finishing!
         
 
         Recognising the importance of the common mistakes
 
         The important thing to note about all of the points above is that they are nothing to do with the content of the course itself. They are common to all exams and the solutions require very little investment of your time to master the appropriate techniques. A few hours spent reading this book will stand you in good stead for examinations of all types. The approach is relevant to virtually any type of exam whether professional or academic, masters level or GCSE, essay or multiple choice.
         
 
         These techniques and approaches count for at least 50% of your chances for success, yet they represent a relatively minimal amount of your investment in terms of time. So it’s a pretty good deal isn’t it? Accept this and you’re well on the way to making this book really work for you.
 
         I have known cases where students didn’t do enough work but actually achieved a pass through effective use of these techniques. In fact this has happened to me on more than one occasion. I’m certainly not suggesting that you try to get by with as little work as possible – that’s far too risky, but I am emphasising the importance of what you are about to learn.
 
         The techniques are proven beyond doubt as well as being easy to understand and apply effectively. 
         
 
         The benefits have been enjoyed by many over the years including myself, my students, colleagues, friends and my own children.
 
         DEVELOPING A POSITIVE ATTITUDE AND TAKING RESPONSIBILITY FOR YOUR OWN SUCCESS
 
         I hope that you can now begin to see that you needn’t worry about exams quite so much. By the time you’ve finished the book I hope you’ll be convinced that the exams themselves are the least of your worries. The hard bit is working through the course and understanding the concepts and ideas. The exams are the easy bit! By the time you enter the exam room the worst is over and, armed with these newly-found techniques, you might even find you enjoy them. That’s not as daft as it may first sound, because students who come out of an exam feeling they have coped well do experience an amazing sensation of well-being.
         
 
         The grand conspiracy in your favour
 
         If you’re still feeling that the whole exam process is a conspiracy to make things difficult, let’s work on eliminating those negative thoughts. We’ve established already that:
 
         
            ♦ Exams are not designed to catch you out.
 
            ♦ They provide an opportunity for you to demonstrate your abilities.
 
            ♦ Examiners like giving marks to people who do what is asked of them.
 
            ♦ Exams can be completed in the allotted time.
 
            ♦ Everyone’s memory is sufficient.

         
 
          
         Add to this the fact that you have probably chosen to undertake the course and you almost certainly wouldn’t be doing it if you haven’t got what it takes. Think also about the positive outcomes when you succeed.
         
 
         So, obviously, you want to pass, the examiners want you to pass (believe me they do!), your tutors want you to pass and I’m sure your family and friends want you to pass. That’s a lot of positive vibes before you even start. In fact there appears to be a grand conspiracy in your favour going on here.
 
         
            So don’t let a few negative, irrational thoughts spoil it.

         
 
         I’ll also be highlighting the various sources of help available which few take advantage of. Students who cocoon themselves in an isolated state of helplessness are making things unnecessarily difficult. There’s a lot of help around, all you have to do is make a little effort to secure it.
 
         And don’t even begin to think that luck plays a major part. There will always be some elements of the course that you feel more comfortable with than others, and you will no doubt feel lucky if questions come up on those. But in the grand scheme of things this isn’t a make-or-break factor in exam success.
 
         By the time you’ve read this book you’ll be feeling confident in your approach, leaving any thoughts of luck to your chances in the national lottery. 
         
 
         Taking responsibility for your own success
 
         You’ve already started to take responsibility for your own success by  reading this book. What I have to say isn’t earth shattering or  revolutionary. I hope you’ll see it more as good sense. But it isn’t  usually taught in schools and colleges (which to me is bizarre, given  that it accounts for at least 50% of your chances) yet takes only a  tiny percentage of time to learn relative to the course content.
 
         I’ll show you how to take control of the whole learning process right  from the start, through your revision and in the exam itself.
 
         The problem of finding out in the exam room that you’ve not covered  the syllabus is a good example where taking responsibility for your  own success is vital. Tutors, teachers and lecturers are no different to  members of any other profession or trade. They’re not infallible and  there are good ones and bad ones. Time constraints often mean that  they deliberately exclude certain elements of the course. This may be  appropriate if the exams typically provide sufficient choice for this  not to be a problem. But this may be a very risky approach – risky  for you that is, not the tutor. And being able to blame him is  absolutely no consolation; it’s all too late.
 
         So why entrust your future completely to someone else when there  are a few simple things you can do to avoid getting caught out like  this? These relate to getting hold of a copy of the syllabus and  monitoring your progress against it. We’ll talk more about this in  Chapter 3.
 
         I once knew an A-level economics student at a comprehensive school  who was experiencing problems with the course due to poor quality  teaching arising from staff turnover, sickness etc. It was a good school and he was used to being ‘spoon-fed’ but in desperation he decided to study economics himself, in his own time and directly from recommended textbooks. He also got hold of as many past papers as possible and practised answering them. Having initially felt very disgruntled at having to do this he then began to get quite a buzz through achieving a high level of understanding from his own efforts.
         
 
         He achieved a high grade and went on to study economics at university where he gained a first class honours degree.
 
         There was a useful by-product of all this. His experience at A-level equipped him very well for university where students are expected to research and learn things themselves. He noted that some of his fellow students who had experienced excellent teaching at A-level, found the change to more self-managed learning to be quite a struggle.
 
         Nowadays, education and personal development operates much more on a basis of individuals taking responsibility for their own learning. So the earlier you accept this fact the easier you’ll find things in the long run.
 
         And finally…
 
         That’s the end of the pep talk (for now at least) and in the next few chapters we’ll turn to the more practical matters which will help justify the optimism you should now be feeling. Remember, though, the need to stay positive and recognise that with the right mental attitude, the correct approach to your studies and some easy-to-learn techniques you really can pass exams every time 
         
 
         
            CHECKLIST   
 
            [image: ] Remember that no one is trying to catch you out. Careful  reading of a carefully framed question provides the  opportunity for you to do well.
            
 
            [image: ] The common causes of failure are easy to avoid. Make sure  you understand them.
            
 
            [image: ] Recognise the positive aspects of stress and find out how  to minimise the negative effects.
            
 
            [image: ] Recognise and take advantage of the fact that everyone,  including the examiner, wants you to pass.
            
 
            [image: ] Start taking responsibility for your own success – right  now!
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