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Meet the author


Welcome to Improve Your Study Skills!


With the increasing demand for a flexible workforce many more people are retraining and need to study to improve their career opportunities. However, many people find studying a daunting prospect and don’t know where to start. They often believe that they are not capable of obtaining higher qualifications and blame their lack of study skills, thinking that these can’t be learned. But they can! And what’s more, studying can be an enjoyable experience. With the right approach and a will to acquire the basic skills – such as writing an essay, research and revision techniques, and effective reading – almost anyone can be a successful student, and that is what this book aims to achieve.


Starting with how to get organized, this book takes you through the core skills that will help make studying not only simpler but also more enjoyable. All these skills are dealt with in as straightforward a way as possible, with plenty of examples, tips and insights to guide you in the right direction. So, whether you are a new learner, going back to study after many years or just someone who wants to brush up on a particular skill, this book should be an invaluable tool. By the end of this book, you will have acquired all the essential study skills and have the means to become a successful student!


 


Bemice Walmsley, 2010





1: Only got a minute? 


Studying is changing. Rather than the strict, regimented approach and the sets of rules and schedules that used to greet anyone starting a new course, increasingly the trend is towards independent learning, giving students more freedom and choice. With this freedom, however, come responsibilities. This means that all students must acquire the skills that will allow them to study successfully and independently. But what are study skills?


Study skills are the techniques, routines and strategies that will make studying any subject easier and more enjoyable. And along the way, many of these skills will also help you in everyday life. Most important among the essential study skills is that of getting organized. If you are a naturally organized person then you will already see the value of having a plan and following it, but if this skill is not one that you have already acquired then be assured that it is a skill like any other and can definitely be learned. Good organization will make studying – and so much else in your life – easier. Much the same can be said of the skill of critically analysing a piece of written work. Learning how to approach academic reading with an analytical mind will change how you read all sorts of things in the future.


Acquiring the necessary skills to become a successful learner will take time and effort but they will become a crucial part of your armoury in the fight to succeed in today’s world. Acquiring and practising study skills will help you not only to obtain valuable qualifications but will also give you flexibility in your career and equip you for success in many areas of your life.





5: Only got five minutes?



There is a widely held belief that you are either good at studying or you aren’t. This is not true. Anyone with the desire to learn or to pass an exam can acquire the necessary skills to become a successful student. So, let’s look at what these valuable skills are. Top of the list comes organization. Getting organized will ensure that things take less time, you will meet deadlines and you will feel much calmer. It involves making a space for studying and equipping yourself with the things you will need for the task ahead, as well as, of course, planning how you will fit studying into your daily life. Time management, too, is an indispensable skill.


One thing that you will have to do lots of to complete any course is reading. Most of us read on a daily basis but the type of reading you will need to do for academic study is very different. It will involve developing a reading strategy that uses your time effectively; setting goals for your reading (what you need to get from it), asking yourself questions as you read, and assessing the usefulness of what you have learned. You will also need to build up the skills of speed reading and skim reading.


The traditional student activity of note taking is another skill you will have to master. There are different ways to take notes and the method you choose should change according to why you are taking them – do you want them as a simple memory aid or are you making them as preparation for an essay? Keeping your notes organized and accessible is another part of the skill of note taking. Learning how to use the library and the Internet are another two key research skills. You will need to use these skills in a focused way so that you know how much research is needed and always keep in mind your goals. Working in groups is another skill that may be necessary in many courses and which will also be useful in everyday life. For example, a tutor may request a collaborative piece of work, and many students choose to work together for support.


Improving your writing skills will help to make producing any assignment much easier and will give you a much greater chance of passing your course. Apart from acquiring the necessary technical skills such as punctuation, spelling, grammar and readability, the best way to improve your writing is by thoughtful preparation – through a careful analysis of the essay question and thorough planning of your answer.


Exam taking is a skill in itself and one where many students feel they are deficient. But, as always, it is a skill that can be developed if the motivation is there. It is important to remember that examinations are not simply a test of memory, but rather an assessment of your knowledge and ability to think. As ever, organization and preparation are the keys to success.


Finally, in this quick summary of the essential study skills, we should highlight the use of technology. Becoming proficient with word processing and spreadsheet software on a computer can save many hours of work and will result in your work being – and looking! – far more professional.


Acquiring good study skills is a crucial part of successful study, but the good news is that, with patience and dedication, they all be learned!





10: Only got ten minutes?



As an independent learner – something we are all being encouraged to be these days – it is your responsibility not only to ensure that you master the basic study skills and use them to your advantage but also to monitor your own progress as a student. It is important that you are aware of what progress you have made and of what further improvements are possible. You may find that the need for the skills you have acquired changes from time to time as you go further in your studies, dealing with ever more complex ideas. You may notice, for example, that the note-taking techniques that you learned and were happy with in the initial stages of your course now seem oversimplified and need some adjustment to capture the more involved concepts that you’re now encountering.


For this reason, it is important not to be complacent. Don’t think that once you can take notes or write an essay that gets a pass mark you know it all and have acquired all the study skills you will ever need. Yes, you may have mastered some study skills but continual improvement is usually necessary. Could your essays be better? Are there techniques you can learn that will make your essays easier or quicker to write? Or maybe the revision methods you used in the first year of your course or in one subject area will not be quite so perfect in the final year of your course or for a completely different subject area. Acquiring study skills is an evolving process – and one that never really finishes – and this book should prove an invaluable tool to which you can return again and again as you progress through your studies. You’ll be surprised how many of the points raised in this book that seem irrelevant to you in the initial stages of your course will become crucial later on. Of course, if you are really stuck on something, you shouldn’t hesitate to ask for help from your tutor or counsellor at college or university, but as a first port of call Improve Your Study Skills is indispensable.


Continual improvement is something that you should take with you into your working life. If you enter work in a commercial business or in public service you will find that change is constant, as there is a continual push for increased profit, better working methods, reduced costs and increased efficiency. Getting into that way of thinking during your studies will not only enhance your approach to your studies but will also stand you in good stead in your career. Becoming responsible for your own development and aware of the need for change and continual improvement will be knowledge that you can use in interviews and in any job. Many employees are resistant to change and can cause many problems for their employers – don’t be one of them! – and make sure that prospective employers know that you have always taken responsibility for your own development, from your college or university days on. Here are some of the study skills, working methods, attitudes and aptitudes that should stand you in good stead throughout your career:


 




	Reading, writing, researching and group working – these are all core skills that are transferable to the workplace and which you will have to use throughout your working life.


	Managing yourself – another essential skill in the workplace that you will need throughout your life, evidence for which should be included in your CV.


	Organization – applied to your studies, this skill will make things go smoother, improve your results and save you untold amounts of time. Applied to your working life, it will give you exactly the same benefits. Take an organized approach to job-seeking, to your work and, indeed, to your life in general and you will see improvements in every area.


	Meeting deadlines – a valuable skill in any career.


	A work ethic – simply turning up on time to lectures and getting work done for your course is proof of this.


	A desire to get results.


	Developing a strategy to get results – showing that you planned what you wanted to achieve and how you wanted to achieve it and that you then worked towards these goals is something that will go down very well with prospective employers.


	Identifying your own training needs – if you can see which study skills you need during your studies, then you will probably be able to assess those that you need to do your job. And who knows, one day you may need to be able to assess someone else’s training needs, too, and put a plan into action to help them achieve their goals.


	Evaluation skills – being able to evaluate your own needs and what needs to be done to achieve results is essential.


	Monitoring your own progress – evidence of knowing just where you are in relation to your plans for your course is useful.


	Appreciation of change and the reasons for it – change is constant in business today and people who can embrace change and who also know how to achieve it will find themselves welcomed by employers. Being resistant to change can make working life very uncomfortable, not just for you but also for your colleagues around you.





Consider all these skills carefully and, as you come to the end of your course and begin to look for opportunities to begin your working life, use what you have learned to further your progress in interviews and, then, in your daily working life. Start by including some of these attributes in your CV, giving examples where possible and appropriate. As always, you should tailor what you put in your CV to the requirements of the job for which you are applying.


At the end of your course you may feel that you never want to see another textbook in your life and that, with a new qualification under your belt, you have no further need for learning. You should certainly have a break from intensive studying but don’t make the mistake of giving up learning for ever. The other trend today, in tandem with independent learning, is ‘lifelong learning’. You may well find that you need to acquire new skills in your new job or to expand the ones you already have. Many employers expect their employees to commit to a programme of continued personal development (CPD). Take all your chances – training and learning is never wasted. And, in any case, with the right study skills, you won’t find such opportunities daunting!


Lifelong learning has become essential because of the rapid technological changes that have occurred in recent years – and are continuing to occur at a phenomenal rate. You have to make sure that your skills are continually updated to keep up with the requirements of the workplace and of society in general. In addition, there has been a move towards career mobility and this, too, requires you to develop new skills if you are not to be left behind. Previous generations usually expected to choose, and to train for, one particular career and then that would be what they would do for the rest of their working life. Now it is more than likely that, either out of choice or because of changing economic and social conditions, you will have to to retrain for something completely different after perhaps a few years in a job.


Whatever the circumstances, the study skills that you have learned early on in your student life will prove invaluable. You will probably have to develop them and change them to suit the requirements of your current situation, but the basic principles – getting organized, structuring essays and reports, research techniques and working in groups, for example – will stay pretty much the same. Acquiring good study skills should therefore be high up on the list of any student’s priorities.





1


Introduction


In this chapter you will learn:




	how you can use this book to develop your study skills


	how you can gain more confidence


	how positive thinking can help you.





Who should read this book?


Perhaps you are following a university course. Or maybe you’re aiming at a one-off event such as the written portion of the driving test or a work-based seminar. Or maybe you’re trying to gain a work-based qualification such as a national vocational qualification (NVQ) where your competence is assessed ‘on the job’. Anyone who needs to learn, in short, can gain from some – or all – of the tips and ideas contained in this book. However, it will be especially useful for those people who are often referred to as ‘mature students’ and those people approaching independent study for the first time. This would include both new learners and returning learners. It will be useful to anyone who has had difficulties in focusing on their studies in the past or who has no idea where to start with a new course.


In many cases, students will be starting out on a new path in their lives and will need some guidance along the way. If you’re a first-year undergraduate or have not studied for some time, you may be surprised by how independent in your studies you will be expected to be. If you’ve been at school up until this point in your studies, or if your last experience of studying was some time ago, you will find that, although help and support will be available to you, you will need to find out a lot of things for yourself and develop your own way through your studies. Everyone will find slightly different ways to study and will choose their own path, using their own combination of study skills, tools and aptitudes. This book is designed to help you to develop the skills and tools you need to study effectively and to enable you to find, develop and use your own blend of aptitudes to ensure that you are successful in your studies.


How to use this book


This book can be used in a number of ways. You could decide that you are going to improve all areas of your study skills before you start your course and are prepared to sit down and read this book from cover to cover. Alternatively, you could already have noticed a particular area or two of weakness in your study skills and for this you will be able to dip into the book for the appropriate chapters to help you out. You might also choose to keep this book by you as you go through your course, using it as you come up against particular problems.


One thing to remember is that you will not become an expert student overnight. The process of learning study skills must be taken at a speed to suit you – your existing level of skills, your priorities, your current commitments. You may be able to spare the time and effort to read straight through this book in one sitting but this will not mean you have mastered all the study skills discussed. This takes time and plenty of practice, as you will need to try them out on the different types of assignment you’re tackling to see how you can use them best.


To use this book effectively, you will need to become familiar with the layout. Check out the contents list now. You’ll see that each chapter deals with one broad area of study skills – there’s a chapter on note taking, for instance, and one on effective reading. If you know that you have problems in any of these specific areas, then this will help you to focus on them quickly and easily. Next, if you flick quickly through the chapters, you will see that they all open with a short section starting ‘In this chapter you will learn’ followed by a few bullet points giving a summary of the expected learning outcomes. This tells you where you can expect to be if you use the information contained in that chapter. This is followed by fairly short sections on all the topics contained in the subject being dealt with in the chapter. This helps in two ways – first, it breaks the information down into more easily digestible chunks and, second, it gives you sub-headings that you can skim through and then focus in on the particular information that you need.


At the end of each chapter you will find three sections – a summary, a quick revision test and a section entitled ‘10 things to remember’. The summary can be used both as quick revision of what you have learned during the chapter (and, of course, if you see something in the summary that you think you’ve not really got to grips with, you can then go back and read that section again) or as an outline of what you can expect to find in the chapter before you read it. The ‘10 things to remember’ will help you focus on the key points that you will need to take away from the chapter and apply to your real-life studies. In addition, throughout the chapters you will find quizzes and questionnaires to help you assess your skills and aptitudes as well as plenty of tips to help you save time and effort in your studies.


What are study skills? Can they be learned?


Many students fail to do as well as they are capable of doing because they lack the vital skills that will help them to learn. They are capable of learning but don’t know how. These are study skills. The term ‘study skills’ covers a variety of techniques that will make your studying activities easier and more effective. These techniques – all of which can be learned – include note taking, reading, writing essays and reports, planning, revising for examinations and sitting examinations.


Study skills also encompass the habits that you will need to acquire to become successful at studying. These habits establish patterns in your study timetable and ways of doing things that will help you to make the most of your study time. Of course, all these skills, habits and techniques have different components that will be useful at different times. Effective reading, for example, can be split into planning, skimming, speed reading, setting goals and developing a reading strategy and you will need all these components if you are to become proficient at reading to learn. Even if you already have one or more of these skills, you will be able to improve by following the advice and tips given in this book. In effect, you will learn how to learn. The major tasks that you will undertake as a student – writing essays, revising for and sitting exams, giving a presentation – all require a combination of study skills. To be successful, you will need to bring together the right techniques and habits and to have these skills at a sufficiently proficient level. While you are becoming proficient at the individual skills, you will also be developing the ability to combine the different skills as required.


Let’s take the example of note taking. This is a very important study skill and one that you will find very difficult to manage without. In Chapter 4 on note taking you will find different ways of recording what you have learned from lectures or from your reading. Why not try them all? One will be sure to be more suitable for you than others and you will probably find that you will be able to use different methods in different situations. For instance, if you’re brainstorming ideas prior to writing an essay, you may find it useful to use a spider diagram, jotting down ideas as they come into your head and then linking them up and organizing them into a suitable essay plan. If you’re reading a difficult text and want to summarize it for future use or revision, you may want to use a highlighter pen to pick out the important bits in the text. If you currently have problems with note taking – perhaps you find it difficult to decide quite what you should be recording or you know only one method of taking notes – then reading this chapter will help you to develop your note taking skills so that you can take notes that are easy for you to understand, are well organized and, above all, relevant.


Of course, you will already have lots of skills that will be useful in your studies and, as I’ve already said, study skills are, like any other skill, made up of several elements. Some of these you may already have developed, even without knowing it. It might be that you are already a relatively fast reader or perhaps you are very organized and able to keep to deadlines. Such skills are obviously useful when studying. However, there are a whole host of other skills that you may have acquired throughout your life but which you might not so readily consider to be ‘study skills’. These might include an ability to work independently, stamina, an analytical mind and an ability to concentrate. All these, too, will undoubtedly help you in your studies.


Check your skills


Knowing what skills you already have is very important, as this will enable you not only to make the most of these existing skills but also to identify where you need to improve. So now let’s look at how you can identify the skills that will help you in studying. Sometimes it can be difficult to identify our own abilities and to see what we have to offer in any situation, so it can be a good idea to go through the exercise below with someone who knows you reasonably well and whom you can trust to be honest with you. Perhaps you can pair up with another student on your course for a discussion about this exercise so that you can, in turn, help them to discover their own skill sets.


Look at this list and, being as honest with yourself as possible, mark off all the skills you already possess, i.e. those where you feel you can give a reasonable performance:
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Were you surprised at just how many skills might be involved in studying? And surprised, too, at how many of them you already possess? These are all elements of the main skills you need to help you in your studies and you will need to master many of them over the course of your studies.


So, as you can see, study skills are vital and the ones that we do not already possess can certainly be learned. If you follow the advice in the appropriate chapters in this book and do the exercises and the revision tests, you will certainly be able to improve your study skills.


Study smarter – not harder or longer


Many people believe that, to be a successful student, it is necessary to study into the night, making endless notes, reading until your eyes hurt. This is not true. Of course, to pass exams and to get good coursework scores requires plenty of work but it should not be necessary to abandon all other things in your life or to do so much studying that you feel exhausted. With the right skills, applied in the right way, studying at any level can be easier than that. Lots of things can help you to cut down on the amount of time that must be spent and on the effort that must be made to ensure good results. These include:


 




	Making your notes brief and to the point – see Chapter 4.


	Reading more quickly – see Chapter 3.


	Being more selective in what you read – see Chapter 3.


	Planning … and more planning – see Chapter 2.


	Managing your time – see Chapter 2.





Working smarter – rather than harder or longer – is a vital skill for all students to learn, whatever their personal circumstances. You need to learn how to make every minute that you spend on your studies count. Your studying must be effective, so strategies like planning, time management, active learning and motivation are vital for success. So, don’t just sit there staring at your books and notes and not making any progress – that is not effective study. Get organized, know your learning style, set your goals, engage with your notes and books and get great results – quicker.





Insight


If you find it difficult to settle down to study, limit your studying time to just 10 minutes. If, at the end of that time, you do not feel you’ve made progress, go and do something else. Plan your next study period into your schedule immediately.





Confidence is a very important element of working smarter. You need to know – and have complete belief – that you can succeed. In order to develop this level of self-belief, you need to learn the skills and to understand how all the components of these skills will ensure that you can do what you are setting out to do. You need to know, without any doubt, where you are going and how you are going to get there. Can you visualize yourself reaching the end of your course? Do you see yourself bathed in glory, completely satisfied with your performance and then going on to get that job you were aiming at, or all your family standing awestruck, finally convinced of your potential? Being able to visualize success is an important part of achieving it and is just one more study skill that you should practise often.


Of course, most people who start a new course of study worry about their abilities. They are afraid that they will fail. They are intimidated by all the unfamiliar things that they will be required to do – meeting new people in new places, reading academic texts, studying independently, writing assignments and sitting exams, to name but a few. But why are we all so afraid? Feelings of fear when facing something different are normal – almost everyone is scared when they first go to university or take their driving test, for example. It might appear, as you go on to the university campus for the first time or walk into the driving test centre, that everyone is calm, self-assured and comfortable in their surroundings. However, we can see that this is not the case if we examine our own reactions in this situation.


What do we do if we’re almost paralysed with fear as we walk into a new situation? Do we turn to the person next in line to us, burst into tears, and say, ‘I’m so frightened that I’m thinking of not doing this course. It’s impossible. I just can’t do it!’? No, of course we don’t. We stand there appearing calm and self-assured – just like everyone else! We’re all putting on an act. However, we must work hard to ensure that these feelings that we are hiding so well are not allowed to affect our chances of success. We might not let the outside world see how we feel but you can be sure that, inside, these insecure thoughts are having an effect. This is where the power of positive thinking comes into its own.


The power of positive thinking


There are plenty of self-help books on the market that will help you to develop a sense of self-belief and set you on the right path to building your self-confidence. The essence of positive thinking is that you can achieve more if your thoughts are positive ones rather than negative ones. When our internal voices are continually criticizing our performance, they are sabotaging our chances of success. When our minds are oriented in this way, we are set up to fail. If we can retrain ourselves to think positive thoughts and to believe that success is possible – no, that success is assured – then we will indeed be successful.





Insight


Prepare a few motivational statements for yourself – for example ‘I am a hardworking, conscientious student’ or ‘I know I am going to succeed’ – and repeat them to yourself at every opportunity.





There are several ways in which you can usefully engage in positive thinking during your time as a student and the first of these is to envisage positive outcomes. Do you see yourself passing your course? If not, then change your thinking right now. If you weren’t capable of passing it, it is highly unlikely that you would be on the course at all. Set yourself some positive goals now. State them positively and in as much detail as you can muster. For example, you might say, ‘I’m going to pass this course in the top 10 per cent of the class’ or ‘I am capable of meeting all my assignment deadlines this term.’


Visualization is a really important part of positive thinking and is often used by athletes. Do you think that they stand at the starting line, waiting for the gun to fire, with the thought that they will lose? That they see themselves coming last in the race? No, of course they don’t. They use visualization repeatedly, seeing themselves breasting the tape, achieving their own personal best times, or doing the victor’s lap of honour. The reasoning by all the top athletics coaches and sports psychologists is that positive thinking and visualization work and are vital elements in an athlete’s training regime. The same is true for students. Picture yourself getting top results, emerging from the driving test centre waving your pass certificate, or getting that promotion at work and you will significantly enhance your chances of success. Play the scenes of your success like a DVD in your head – pushing the rewind button as often as you can – and you will come to believe it. Your confidence will soar and, as if by magic, your results will improve.


A second way in which positive thinking can help you in your studies is by looking at your fears in a different way. This will help to diminish them. Let’s go back to that queue where everyone is feeling afraid of what is to about to happen in their new situation. When you accept that everyone feels fear when they’re attempting something new, you can see fear as something that is just part of being human. It is nothing to be ashamed of – it’s just normal. Accept that and get on with your life. Of course, that doesn’t make the fear go away. Can you think of anything that always makes fear go away? There is only one way. Fear will, without fail, disappear when we do whatever it is we’re frightened of. We can feel terrified of leaping into the unknown, but, once we’ve made the leap and become accustomed to the new situation, we’re no longer afraid. So, next time you’re feeling frightened of something, don’t try to live with the fear; instead face the fear and it will vanish.


Positive thinking can also help with the choices you make. Every time we’re faced with a situation – a good experience or otherwise – we have a choice as to how we look at it and, in turn, this dictates how we deal with it. If you got a bad mark for an assignment, did you then think that it was the end of the world and it just proved you right in thinking that you hadn’t got the hang of this subject? Or did you get the same mark and think ‘So, what were the good bits in that essay? And what can I learn from what went wrong?’ These two very different points of view will have different consequences. If you think it’s a disaster, you’re unlikely to make much improvement and might even be tempted to give up the course. If you can think positively and use all experiences – good or bad – to benefit you, you will be able to make improvements – in this case to your essay writing skills – and get a better mark next time.


Here are some tips to help you to think positively:


 




	
Think of some positive statements about yourself – I am hard working, I am a good student, I am good at this subject, I can write essays that get the message across. Be sure to state these in the positive, i.e. not ‘I am not lazy, I am not a bad student, I’m not bad at this subject or I think I can write essays’ and so on. Write these positive statements down and keep them where you can see them while you’re studying.



	Learn to assess your own work. Do not allow yourself to think that passing or failing is a matter of luck or, worse, that you are doomed to failure because your work is simply not good enough. Discuss your marks with your tutors and understand what you have done wrong and, more importantly, what you have done right. Initiate discussions with other students about how they tackled assignments and then assess what you have done. Continuous improvement is possible by learning about your own work in this way and that will send your confidence soaring.



	Meet up with some positive people. We all know people who drag us down. They voice our fears – ‘Do you really think you can cope with all that studying as well as your job?’ or ‘What are you studying for? It’s a waste of time.’ When you’re feeling vulnerable, keep away from these people and seek out instead some people who will talk you up. They might say, ‘Well done, you! Starting a new course takes courage’ or ‘Education is never lost – anyway it sounds really interesting.’



	Mind your language. Try to use positive words and think positive thoughts. This will cause a subtle change in how you feel and in the choices you make.



	Accept responsibility for yourself and what happens to you. Don’t be a victim, forever thinking ‘That always happens to me’ or ‘I’m just unlucky.’ Instead, if something goes wrong, accept that it’s happened and find out what you can do to make sure you do things better next time.






Positive thinking has been proven to be beneficial in all areas of life and for all sorts of people – including students – so try out some of these ways of using positive thinking and increase your confidence.





Quick revision test


 


1  Name three study skills that you will learn about in this book.


2  What are stated at the start of each chapter?


3  What is the essence of positive thinking?


4  What makes fear go away?


5  Why are the subjects in each chapter broken up into short sections?





 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
You can use this book in two ways – either by reading right the way through it completing all of the exercises, tests and quizzes as you go along or by dipping into the chapters that cover the specific skills you need to improve on as and when you need to.





	
Do the quizzes at the end of each chapter – they will tell you if you have taken in the information you’ve read about in that chapter.





	
You need a wide range of skills to study effectively – many of which you already have; you should identify these first.





	
Study skills can be learned; with the help of this book you can master those skills you currently lack.





	
You should work smarter – not harder.





	
It is important to visualize success.





	
Conquer any fear you may have by using positive thinking; it is the main tool in gaining confidence in your abilities.





	
Use positive language when describing your reaction to your studying.





	
Prepare some positive statements about your abilities and use them to keep you motivated.





	Learn to assess your own work by discussing it with your tutors and other students.
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Getting organized


In this chapter you will learn:




	how to manage your time


	how to make some space for studying


	how to get an overview of your course.





Introduction


Getting organized is essential for successful study. Managing your time, getting your space set up properly and setting goals will bring dramatic improvements to your studies. Also, understanding what motivates you and managing your stress levels will help to make life easier and your studying more effective. So, let’s look at the first thing you can do to get yourself organized.


Making a space for studying


Having your own space for studying and getting it organized will have many benefits. First, it will make your studying seem real. If you have been putting off starting some serious work on your course, you may find that having a desk set up with all your bits and pieces will finally motivate you into sitting down and getting on with it. Second, you will find it so much easier to pick up where you left off. If you don’t have to waste time putting things away and then getting them out again when you next come to study, you will get so much more done and feel better about doing it. Other benefits include impressing on your family and friends that this business of studying is important to you; getting fewer interruptions because it will be obvious that you are studying if you are installed at your desk; and putting you in the right frame of mind for studying when you are at your workspace.


Having convinced ourselves of the usefulness and advantages of having an organized workspace, let’s look first at some of the practical elements of getting organized. If you are continually having to clear a corner of the kitchen table for space to study or cannot find your calculator because last night you studied in a different place, then you will waste a huge amount of time getting ready to study rather than being able to plunge right into your work without wasting valuable time. Of course, life is not always perfect and it may be that you are simply unable to earmark a space that is solely for your use when studying. Maybe you have to share a space with other students or have to put everything away after each studying session so that the space can be used for something else. In this case, make sure that you are able to store your books, notes and equipment safely. Clear out a nearby drawer for this purpose, or, at a pinch, you could buy a large plastic storage box and use that. Ideally, though, you need to get your hands on your own exclusive space, so let’s look at this in a bit more detail.


Your first priority must be to decide on your space for studying. Where will it be? Ideally, it will be a space of your own where you will be able to get organized and then leave your things ready for you to come back to them after each break in your studying. In considering the space you have, your minimum requirements should include:


 




	a writing surface with plenty of space for your books, papers, pens, etc.


	at least one bookshelf


	room for your computer if you have one


	a light in the correct place – not shining on to your computer screen or into your eyes – and which is suitable for reading by


	a chair at the correct height for your computer and for your desk for writing (remember that you will be spending some time in this chair so it should be comfortable and support your back).





Your setup will, to a certain extent, depend on whether or not you have a computer. Most people do these days but it may be that you have decided that you can manage with the facilities provided at college, university, at work or in libraries.





Insight


Keep your working space tidy and well organized. If it always looks a mess then you will be far less likely to want to come back to it.





Having created an efficient space for your study area, you will now need to organize it so that everything is to hand. Make sure that you have plenty of files so that your notes and handouts can be filed away in a way that makes it easy to find them when you need them. Simply piling everything up and hoping that you will be able to lay your hands on them at some future date will not save you time in the long run. You will lose vital pieces of information and waste precious time and patience shuffling through papers over and over again.
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I can organize information in a logical order — this will be
an indispensable skill when you are writing essays or
reports or taking notes.

I can find information from different sources — this will
help with research.

Tam good at seeing how things work — this means that
your level of understanding of many types of text or
principles will be high.

I work well under pressure — with any course there will be
times when pressure increases such as when assignments are
due or at examination time.

I can keep going until a task is finished — having stamina
can be important when you're studying as there may be
times (for example, when you are facing an assignment
deadline but you are late home from work or the children
are sick) when you will need to keep going even though

you are tired. You may need to work late into the night
on a complicated piece of work. For that you need staying
power and determination.

O
O

O

O





OEBPS/images/table6.jpg
» [ am able to work independently — this is a vital attribute to
have when you are learning as a mature student as you will
not be ‘force fed’ all the necessary elements of your course
but will have to find things out for yourself.

» I have plenty of self-confidence — having confidence in your
own abilities will belp you to achieve just about anything.

» Tam able to think analytically — a useful skill when you're
reading academic texts or preparing essays and reports, for
which you will have to be able to weigh arguments for and
against a view put forward.
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I have an ability to concentrate even under difficult
circumstances — this could enable you to study at odd
moments in crowded places or when you have other

problems on your mind. O
Tam willing to ask for help when I need it — everyone
needs help sometimes, so don’t be afraid to ask for it. O

1am a good negotiator — this might help in group work or
when you need to come to an agreement about deadline
extensions. O
I'am a team player — an obvious advantage if you're

working in groups. O
I 'am confident when speaking in public — many courses
require you to give an oral presentation. O
I am very creative — this might help you with design elements

of your course and the presentation of your assignments. O
Tam not frightened of making decisions — some people find
themselves paralysed when a decision about their studies is
needed, so the ability to make decisions can save time and
torment. O
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T'am good at putting my point across in a debate — this will
help not only in group work or online debates but also in
putting essays together (an essay can be a bit like a debate
with yourself).

1 find it easy to set priorities — a vital skill when planning
your study timetable.

I can read and understand complex information — an
obvious help for a higher-level course.

I can manage my stress levels — stress can be debilitating and
adversely affect your results so managing it is important.
I can set goals for myself — goals will help you get to where
you want to be, so this is an essential skill.

1am highly motivated — this will lead to your meeting
assignment deadlines and will enable you to keep going even
when things get difficult.

I manage my time well - good time management at all
stages of your course is essential.

I can weigh up an argument easily — arguments are the
backbone of many academic texts and also of the
assignments you will have to produce.
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» I am able to be succinct — useful for both note taking and
essays.
» I am organized — vital for efficient studying. O
» Tam able to take instructions from others — something you
will inevitably have to do at several points during your course. []
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T am good with numbers — many courses contain some
element of number work.

T am self-disciplined — always a useful skill when you have
deadlines to meet.

I'am able to write letters and reports — you may have
learned this at work and it will belp with the writing you
will need to do to complete a course of study.

T'am computer literate — a vital skill if you want to produce
high-quality reports and essays or to use the Internet for
research.

T'am able to learn from my mistakes — some people tend to
ignore their mistakes and problems and will therefore not
find it easy to improve.

T'am determined to succeed — determination to keep going
will belp you through the difficult times in your course.
I'am good at problem solving — a valuable skill in many
areas of your course, from the initial planning to working
out how to pass your exams.

1 can read quickly — if this is not a strong point for you,
check out the chapter on effective reading skills.
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