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Introduction


Dee was a highly motivated student who despite all her efforts felt that she wasn’t making the progress she really wanted. “I am running out of time
 ” she said with a hint of panic. “I can’t get through all my lecture notes in the time left
 ”.

Trying to fit everything into her busy schedule felt like a constant race. When it came to assessment time, she would forget certain things that she needed to remember. “I have spent my time concentrating hard and revising and yet I can’t remember some key points when I need to
 ”. This was a big frustration for her.

Dee knew that as things stood, her overall performance would not reflect her capabilities and level of effort. But within weeks, things had completely changed. Dee was able to transform her studying with a remarkably simple but overlooked idea. It was because she applied this idea and made some changes that her study performance improved, and she didn’t need to increase her study hours more. It is this insight that forms the basis of this book.

The challenge Dee experienced demonstrates how much she struggled with studying and fitting everything into the increasingly busy schedule she had. Success and high 
 performance at university are ultimately going to be made or broken by the study approaches people use.


Learning at university is more than memorising key terms”



It can seem confusing to know what exactly is needed in order to maximise study efforts. After all, we are born with this amazing brain, but it doesn’t come with a user manual. Learning at university is more than memorising key terms and answers to past papers. This approach won’t deliver top grades at university.“



“Not all study approaches are effective”



My research supports what other empirical evidence shows; there are different study approaches that students regularly use. However, top students are more selective. Not all study approaches are effective. It’s knowing what needs to be done for different tasks that will lead to higher performance.

It was at this point that Dee decided to contact me and ask for advice. My experience as an academic lecturer for over 15 years with extensive research into learning, enabled me to pinpoint what wasn’t working for Dee. This book will explain a simple but misunderstood idea that will transform how you approach studying.

I have observed many times over, the typical ways that students approach studying and learning. Their intentions and motivations are well meaning and sometimes they are doing what they have always done. These approaches worked in school or somewhat worked at times, but at university the results are not consistent. Re-writing lecture notes again and again to help understand the topic. Repetition through re-reading notes over and over with a need to drum the notes in so that they stick. Putting in hours to complete a piece of assessment only to 
 receive back the grade and feedback and feel disappointed.

Repetition either by re-reading or re-writing notes feels productive. The problem with re-reading notes over and over is that it leads to a false sense of learning. The notes become more familiar through repetition and this feeling of familiarity is easily mistaken for learning. Re-writing notes takes up a lot of time and it will build up those writing muscles. That’s not the desired outcome here and re-writing notes out multiple times won’t consistently lead to good learning.

My academic career spans over 15 years and my teaching has been recognised with multiple awards. These include a teaching award from the Royal Society of Chemistry and a National Teaching Fellowship for my positive and outstanding impact on student outcomes.

I am a scientist, a chemist actually. I did my degree and PhD in organic chemistry, so drilling deep to find answers is how I have been trained. I don’t subscribe to the one size fits all for studying. There is no one way, but there are approaches proven to be more effective and backed by scientific evidence. After finishing my PhD, I travelled to Italy working as a postdoc, carrying out research in a laboratory. I also learned to speak Italian which was a fabulous experience and it was fun being a student again. They used to call me Yoda as I spoke backwards in Italian!

On the 31st August 2008, my life was turned upside down, literally! I was out cycling, training for a triathlon, coming towards the end of the training ride and I came off my bike. I don’t remember to this day what exactly happened. It had started to rain, and my wheel just slipped over a metal grate on the road. I wasn’t hit by a car, but my head hit the concrete road. Fortunately, I was wearing a helmet. If I wasn’t, well, I wouldn’t be here today.

It was a massive turning point in my life. I couldn’t go to work at university for almost a year. When I returned, I was only able to work for a couple of hours and then I had to go home again. I had a skull fracture; half of my face was paralysed. I couldn’t hear properly and had terrible headaches. It was scary but following a slow recovery where I wasn’t even able to read or watch TV, (imagine how bored I was) I made it back. I have had no long-term side effects other than taking 7 years to get back up on a bicycle again.

The one thing about not watching TV or reading was I had lots of time to think. The consultant told me that I was extremely lucky, if I had no helmet, I wouldn’t be alive. Those words hit me hard. I remember thinking I am not ready to die, I have so many things I want to do. I started to really dig into my soul and ask some deep questions about my life. My own mental checklist of fun and adventure. I kept coming back to making a difference to others especially in relation to learning. It’s a powerful drive inside and one goal for me was to write a book for students.

Learning to learn is something we aren’t explicitly taught how to do. I interviewed successful students and I found that there are specific strategies these students use, which differ from what most other students do. As already established, repetition through re-reading and re-writing notes is not the most effective way to study. When I worked with Dee, we did a number of things that surprised her. We looked at note-taking methods during and after lectures. We analysed how she used her time throughout the day and how she used recorded lectures to study. Dee, like so many students, believed that she would need to do more to improve her performance. She was studying for hours each day and didn’t know where she would find more time. The simple truth is that studying smarter is more than saying work harder. This meant that Dee was not needing to double her study time but had the formula to work out how many hours she needed per lecture and could apply that to her study timetable. She was able 
 to use her time and study smart. She stopped re-writing her notes out and used a note-taking method to help her learning. She maximised her use of lecture recordings so that she wasn’t wasting her time.


“Learning to learn is something we aren’t explicitly taught how to do”



Remember studying smart is not about spending longer hours re-reading and re-writing notes. Not only does the learning stick, but the level of self-confidence increases because you understand the rules of the brain and how to work with them. The study strategies I have included in this book are those that will maximise your efforts in the time you have. I have written a book that provides useful hacks, backed up by evidence on what to do and what not to do in relation to studying. The 21 chapters are everything I have met as a lecturer. I have distilled down 15 years of academic experience keeping each chapter on point and relevant. It’s definitely not a heavy theoretical academic textbook. It is more an operating manual for studying written for students. Each chapter covers a step in the student’s academic journey starting with the common challenges students meet, followed by how to apply these to studying. If you are interested in the research, you can easily find it at the back of the book. If you just want to know the top tips and hacks, then you can go straight to that section in each chapter. I have included some elements of recapping in sections, particularly for important points. This deliberate repetition is done for a very good reason.


“Studying smarter is more than saying work harder”



The terminology I have used is common in the United Kingdom. University might be college for you. Modules might be called courses. A course can therefore be a subject topic, or it might refer to your entire degree or academic major. I use the terms module (topic/unit) and course (degree) in the book. I have avoided 
 using too much jargon and hopefully you can easily relate everything to your learning situation.

It’s been a personal joy to write this book. Just like a buffet, take what’s useful to you and leave the rest. Even though there’s a lot of demand on your time, if you follow the study smarter approaches in this book, you will stop wasting your time and boost your level of performance.






1


The obvious stuff

I was having a discussion with some final year undergraduate students. “Looking back, what advice would you give the younger you starting at university
 ”? I expected to hear some of the responses they shared, but one thing discussed completely shocked me. My jaw dropped in astonishment. I could understand in that moment just how much unnecessary distress, panic and worry was caused. This first chapter is what I call the obvious stuff because it just is. I include it right at the beginning because it supports study success.

My discussion with the students highlighted a sense of regret that things could have been so different. These students struggled with coursework deadlines and sometimes even missed them. They felt lost about what they needed to do and couldn’t keep up with everything. Life at university became a challenge. One student even questioned if university was the right choice for them. Certainly, getting all stressed out is not fun and this approach will produce work of a lower standard. Regrettably, the students admitted they could have avoided putting themselves in this situation if they had known then what they know now about the obvious stuff.

What is the obvious stuff?

One of the final year students shared, when in the first year, they didn’t know when any of their coursework was due. They would hear other students discuss coursework being due that week. “I had to ask other students for details and then try to find out more about the assignment
 ”.

From the lecturer’s point of view, most coursework submissions are available weeks before the due deadlines. We as lecturers expect that you will be working on the assignment for longer than a day or two. It will likely require you to research and look up information. Your best work will not result from doing it all at once or rushed at the last minute. The student admitted that they never kept a calendar or diary of what was happening and felt lost. I have had more than one student admit this. I wonder how many other students have been just like this and kept it to themselves?


“It’s not all about study study study!”



Another challenge that students shared was the level of independence at university. It’s different to school where a teacher wants to see your homework and checks up on each student. At university, you are responsible for getting your work done. The lecturers will support you, but there is a lot more independent working. Students must work out and choose how they spend their time. They must determine the best way to get a balance so they can enjoy life too. It’s not all about study study study! Actually, learning to get a balance will go with you into your working life beyond university.


“The obvious stuff becomes obvious when it’s missing”



Something that is important to master is how to prioritise stuff, so you do the important things on time. This means 
 you are in the driving seat and don’t feel completely overwhelmed and struggling to keep up. If everything is important, nothing is important! The ability to prioritise the right stuff is the important part. What is important to you right now? For everyone, different things can be important, and you will likely have a list. It might be your family, friends, job, your university course, happiness or hobby. You have lots of choices and it can be a challenge to make choices when you want all the options. The obvious stuff becomes obvious when it’s missing. That’s why we are getting it out of the way right at the start.

Why do we get overloaded with information?

The too much information feeling is very understandable when we consider research on cognitive load theory and how we process information. Our senses take in lots of information. We are constantly bombarded with information we see, hear, feel, smell and taste. The amount of information available to our senses has been approximated as 11 million bits of information.
 1
 We are not aware of this information as we go about our day to day lives. The information we are aware of, that we think about is 7 (plus or minus two) bits of information.
 2
 That’s a lot less!

This is the processing part of the brain and is known as the working memory. Right now, as you are reading this, how is your right big toe? Until I asked you to think about your right big toe, were you aware of the answer? Probably not unless you hurt your right big toe and it’s been throbbing while you’ve been reading. We delete so much information, but it is available to us should we need to pay attention to it. Feeling overwhelmed with all the information and instructions available at university is understandable. A student in the second or third year at 
 university is familiar with the campus; they know the lecturers, they recognise the rooms, and they understand how to find their timetable. The amount of new information has decreased. Compared to the first year, the sense of overwhelm is less. Many students in higher years will say looking back that the first year seems easier now. It’s because it isn’t new anymore, so things feel less confusing. The more familiar you become to new things, the less challenging it feels. How we learn can also be considered in this way (see Figure 1 for a simple model).

[image: ]



Figure 1
 Model for learning


“You must link what you are learning to knowledge that you already have”



Information comes in through our senses and it is filtered. We select information from events and our environment. We select what’s important and relevant to us, we process it and store what we have found. If you are sitting in a lecture, you will be hearing the lecturer and looking at a presentation. You are likely to focus on things that the lecturer points out or refers to. If the information is not relevant or you 
 think it is boring, you may stop paying attention and start to think about other things that interest you! For learning to take place, this new information must be processed in the working memory and connected to prior knowledge stored in long-term memory. You must link what you are learning to knowledge that you already have. The working memory is the part where mental effort takes place. When you are learning something and really concentrating to make sense of it, this new information is held in working memory temporarily. Here in the working memory, the new information is rearranged, processed and understood. The working memory has a fixed capacity so it will limit the amount and volume of new learning that takes place. When you feel like you cannot take in any more, that’s because your working memory is maxed out. We will come back to cognitive load in learning in chapters 9 and 10 on effective studying.

Reasons for the obvious stuff


“You will get to grips with it all”



You will be hit with lots of information about your course, the scheduled activities and the assessments. There are formative assessments (those coursework submissions and assessments that don’t contribute to your overall grade but are included to give you practice) and summative assessments (coursework submissions and assessments that do count towards your overall grade). There are reading lists and important dates. There are regulations about what to do when you are sick and what to do if you miss things. Consequences about what will happen if you don’t do things. There is also information on other activities for your programme of study. The amount of information can be mind-blowing, sometimes feeling like too much information. Let me offer some reassurance here: you will get to grips with it all. You need to find a way to manage all the important information, so 
 you don’t miss out on what you need to do. Planning and organisation are key skills that will be needed long after university life. When it comes to future employment, being able to give examples of how you are good at organising your time and planning will be useful to showcase at interview. This is something I am asked to comment on when providing references for my tutees and project students. I highlight organisation skills to employers and give examples of when my students were on top of their work. Not every student is organised, and this is an obvious way in how you can positively differentiate yourself from the crowd. It might seem obvious but as I say, it doesn’t seem to be what everyone does well.




	How to succeed with the obvious stuff
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 STEP 1 Choose your preferred calendar option


Most students use an online calendar that can be accessed and managed via their smartphone. I recommend that you do the same. Pick a calendar option you can access on your phone. It’s always with you and is useful for organising university information alongside other things happening all in one place.

[image: ]
 STEP 2 Put in all the deadlines and important dates


Put in all the important dates and details. Just having these in 
 your calendar means you can be aware of what’s coming up. You do not have to rely on remembering it all in your head. You can colour code activities too if you wish. Sometimes having different colours helps you to recognise easily what’s in your schedule. We will come back to assignment coursework deadlines in Chapter 6. This also links to creating your own revision schedule in Chapter 19.
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 STEP 3 Download any apps, for example, locations of relevant buildings


These apps can be such a lifesaver in the first weeks when getting used to new locations and finding your way. Most universities have apps and information on where to go. You will get to know your way around campus very soon. Get familiar with the online platform that your university uses to manage your course.
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 STEP 4 Set yourself reminders for things you must do each day


This is especially helpful if you find you forget what you need to do. It’s like making a list, although lists don’t suit everyone. The key thing is that you note the task in your online calendar or create a reminder. That way you are on the way to being organised and in the driving seat. You can also focus on other stuff as you know you will get the reminder.

[image: ]
 STEP 5 Check your calendar for the next day


There might be things you need to remember, perhaps things to 
 bring with you for certain activities. It’s best to check your calendar the day or evening before and prepare what you need to bring. You don’t then have to think about it in the morning when you are possibly rushing about getting yourself ready to leave for university.




	Mistakes to avoid
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“Use your phone for notes and reminders”



The key mistakes are trying to remember everything in your head. Remember the discussion with my students where they didn’t know what was happening? They were not organised, and this impacted on their academic work alongside their overall student experience. Having a long list of things without writing anything down or making a note on your phone is to be avoided. Some students make a note on a piece of paper and then the information gets forgotten. If all this feels familiar, it’s probably easiest to use your phone for notes and reminders. As soon as you think of something important or some information is highlighted to you, such as an important date, note it in your phone. You can come back to it later that day to update your calendar.
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Making the most of lectures

Top students all share the same opinion on lectures. Not everything about how they study is identical, but with lectures, they are consistent. Lectures are the usual teaching format at university, although there are other variations such as flipped lectures, seminars, workshops, small group tutorials, etc. Let’s consider traditional lectures on their own in this chapter. The biggest predictor of academic performance is attendance. If showing up is everything to achieving success, then this chapter would be very short. There’s a lot more to making the most of lectures.

What are lectures?

Lectures can be like longer versions of TED Talks (although not as rehearsed) and are an engaging way to learn from an expert 
 on a particular topic. You may not walk out of every lecture with total excitement though. They show as one-hour blocks in a timetable and you might have more than one lecture scheduled in a block. Your timetable can vary every week. Lectures are the lecturer talking while you listen and take notes. Some lecturers now use active learning approaches in their teaching. This is where they break up the lecture session with activities such as asking you to answer a question using your mobile phone or to poll your opinion. This can be a vital part of the lecture and your learning. Typically lecture notes or a copy of the lecture slides are available to you on the university online study portal.

Successful learning is all about thinking more than once. Most learning is not one time learning apart from, for example, phobias, which can be learned after a one-time event or experience. The exact moment when I learned to fear spiders is still very clear! Of course, repeated experiences with spiders has reinforced that learning too.

Reasons to attend lectures

Top students say, “A lecture is like your first reading
 ”. It helps to introduce you to a topic. It sets the scene for what you need to know and understand about a particular topic. Your goal is to ace your exams and achieve top grades. Treat every lecture and class as an opportunity to learn more about how to do this.


“It just isn’t easy to catch up on lectures you haven’t attended”



Your lecturer will probably mention things not written in the lecture slides. Neither will the lecture slides have everything printed on them. They are used to present a topic and the lecturer will talk more and explain more about 
 the slides during the lecture. They might even refer to things that will help you to remember and understand the material more easily. They will comment on the topic and sometimes highlight any limitations. They will probably share stories, examples and previous student queries that aren’t on the lecture slides. Top successful students have told me that being in the lecture is their essential first reading. They will not miss a lecture unless there is something important that prevents them, for example, their child is ill and needs to go to the doctor. It must be a really good reason for them to miss the lecture. If you think you can easily catch up from lecture notes, sorry to break this news, but it just isn’t easy to catch up on lectures you haven’t attended. Successful students know that when they miss any lecture, they look back at the slides and they can be even more confused. It doesn’t make sense just by reading the slides. The slides are an accessory, not a full set of notes. Some lecturers will have pictures and a few words depending on the topic. You really cannot just look at the lecture slides and replace being in the lecture. You will miss listening to the lecturer elaborating on the slides and emphasising key points they want you to cover. This is also the same for recorded lectures. The evidence shows that recorded lectures don’t replace lecture attendance.
 1


Research data consistently shows that students with a high lecture attendance record clearly and consistently outperform those with a poor attendance record. One study suggested that on average, the effect of attending lectures corresponds to a 9.4% to 18.0% improvement in exam performance.
 2
 Another study showed that students with high attendance received an additional 7.7% in their assessment grades for each additional seminar they attended.
 3
 Getting up out of bed and into university for your lectures is a big key to unlocking your success.

Taking lecture notes

We’ve covered attendance and how showing up matters, now let’s consider what you do in a lecture. This is where I have observed top students doing things differently. Most students have a copy of the lecture slides with them. Looking around at my students in a lecture, some use their laptop, some their smartphones and some use pen and paper to make their own notes.

Making notes in a lecture is part of the learning process. There are several ways you can take notes and it’s a personal choice for many students. Taking notes using a phone may seem more of an eye test to me, but is that better than no notes?

The average writing speed of a student is around 0.3 to 0.4 words/second, whereas a lecturer speaks at a rate of around 2 to 3 words/second. Your lecturers will never speak at such a slow pace that would allow you to write everything down. If you think you should be writing every word down in your notes, forget it. You will be disappointed and frustrated!

Research on using laptops for note taking shows that students on laptops take more notes than handwritten notes.
 4
 So is having more notes necessarily better? Those making handwritten notes recorded more diagrams than laptop users. Laptop users were copying down what was said more than handwritten note takers. Laptop users can miss out on important images and figures from notes by only typing their notes. Due to the way students on laptops capture verbatim what is said, the notes are more like transcribing the lecture. On a laptop, students type everything they hear, word for word. It’s not about using the same sentences in your own work. Lecturers want to see you understand concepts, topics and not that you just memorise sentences. A laptop can also cause a distraction. Notifications 
 appear that will entice your attention. Research tells us that students who take notes by hand perform better than those who take notes on a laptop.
 5



“Students who make notes in lectures can remember more and perform better”



Taking notes in lectures and reviewing them after has a positive impact on learning. Students who make notes in lectures can remember more and perform better in tests compared to students who don’t make notes. Some students worry about forgetting what’s been covered in the lecture or missing important points. You aren’t supposed to understand everything in a lecture. I am not saying you won’t, it will depend on the topic and your prior knowledge on that topic from before university. You might understand it all, but it’s likely you won’t and even if you think that you do, you will need to test your understanding in more detail. Making notes also helps you to retain the information better. So, both points make note taking an important component towards your road to success.


“Questions lead to learning”



The use of laptops has become more common in lectures but typing what the lecturer says word for word is not effective note-taking. The goal is not to transcribe the lecture notes word for word but to capture important key points, elaborate on the lecture slides and highlight any areas you don’t fully understand. Questions lead to learning. I recommend putting a question mark against anything that you don’t understand. Your goal after the lecture is to eliminate the question marks. We will go into more on making your own study notes after lectures in Chapter 3.




	How to succeed with lectures
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 STEP 1 Before class


Get a copy of the slides usually available on the online learning portal. Review the notes if you can and see what is familiar to what you already know. Stay organised and keep your notes in a folder or in some location where you can easily access them again.

If you are printing out PowerPoint slides, it’s useful to print more than one slide per page. This will also save your paper and printing costs.

Here’s simple instructions to print from PowerPoint:


Select File > Print
 .


For Printer, select the printer you want to print to
 .


For Settings, select the options you want: Full Page Slides: From the drop-down, choose, for example, 6 slides horizontal which will reduce the size and fit more slides on one page
 .


Select Print
 .

[image: ]
 STEP 2 During class


Lecturers will often give clues as to what’s important during the lecture. We don’t always say what is important, but there are clues to watch out for. If your lecturer writes additional notes or explains something in more detail using the board or a visual projector, then these notes are important. Write them down and emphasise any key explanations in your notes.

If they repeat things, it’s usually because it’s important. If they spend a lot of time on a topic, that’s also a sign that it’s important. If they go through an example in class and then another example in a workshop or seminar, it’s important. If it’s included in a summary, or review, or list of key points, then it’s a sign it’s important. That’s why reviewing the notes in step 1 can help you identify what’s coming up and help you to identify what you think might be important. You can then check and confirm this during the lecture.

[image: ]
 STEP 3 Keep your notes brief


Remember, it’s not about writing down every word. Use shortened phrases rather than complete sentences. You are not writing an essay, just notes.

Use any symbols or abbreviations if it helps b/c for “because” w/ for “with”. Leave space to fill in additional information you will come back to after class. Make notes for yourself, anything you aren’t sure about use a big “?” in your notes.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Lectures are essential building blocks in your degree course and if you aren’t there, you are missing out. One of my students who failed 2nd
 year was absent more than he was present. He couldn’t easily catch up and so he failed more than one exam. That wasn’t a surprise because there is a lot of evidence to confirm that attendance at lectures is the greatest predictor of academic performance. Yes, you can catch up on a few missed lectures, but consistent non-attendance will increase your chances of not passing, never mind getting the grades you want.
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Making top study notes

You attended a lecture with a copy of the lecture slides, you have captured some key points and you have identified where you have question marks. What next? Additional reading around the lecture slides? How do you do this and how much reading should you do? Do you need to write out your own notes again?

Dee, my highly motivated student who approached me for study advice, was re-writing out her notes again. They looked pretty, but she was running out of time to do this with all her lectures. The most frustrating thing was that she couldn’t remember important topics despite having spent hours re-writing out her notes. There is so much information presented to you during a single lecture. Depending on the lecture topic, the information might be completely new, or it might build on some things you already know. Remember, you are not meant to have ‘got it’ just from attending the lecture. You will hopefully understand some things but equally, you will probably have question marks. Sometimes you might have many question marks. Either way, your lecture notes will be the most useful resource for you. Top notes result from a structured way of thinking. The way you capture them will determine how much benefit they can be to 
 your learning. In this chapter, I will clarify what to do after lectures and making top study notes.

Your own notes versus lecture notes

After attending lectures, you will have your own notes and question marks. These are written either on copies of the lecture slides you printed or somewhere else where you captured your lecture notes. They will include key important points that the lecturer has mentioned, emphasised, repeated and you now want to make sure that you understand the lecture topic. You are checking that you simply get the meaning of the lecture topic. That is your plan, to go back through the lecture and ensure that you understand it. Some things you might find you can learn easily, but don’t worry about testing your learning for now. We will come back to effective study strategies and exam preparation in chapters 9 and 19.


“Go back through the lecture and ensure that you understand it”



So what information is the most important in a lecture? I include learning outcomes at the start of my lectures (they are not always used by all lecturers). Learning outcomes or objectives for lectures tell you what you are expected to know or be able to do. They can help signpost what the focus of the lecture is and if you have them, use them as a guide. They might help give you a checklist of sorts to make sure you haven’t missed any concept, idea or topic. The lecturer will have a number of key points and they will cover and expand on these points using examples, case studies, details. Identify from your notes what the key points are in each lecture.


“The most common trap students fall into that causes learning to shut down is saying, ‘I know’”



Depending on the level of study and the 
 year of degree, the amount of signposting and direction from lecturers will vary. For a first-year student, you might get more direction about what you need to read, where to find useful information, which topics are important, etc. The structuring provided for a first-year student will be more detailed than for a third-year student. Each year of your degree will be different in some ways and similar in others. Developing good habits will mean you can appreciate and know what you need to get from lectures. The most common trap students fall into that causes learning to shut down is saying, “I know
 ”. What happens when we say these two words, “I know
 ”? When I fall into this trap, I daydream; my mind will just wander and I think about anything else but the very thing being discussed. Students have admitted that they would say “I know this
 ” for some topics and switch off. This happened most for topics they had met before. However, they couldn’t answer assessment questions because they had missed out on the extra level of detail and understanding required at university. If you do know some of the lecture topics, remember questions lead to learning. Ask yourself about the level of detail required, how is the topic emphasised in the lecture? It’s reassuring to have some prior knowledge. You are not starting from the beginning with this topic. You can think about the topic more and identify how the understanding required at university goes deeper.

You have a lot of resources available to you on your course including reading lists stated in your course information. Some textbooks are now available online which means you don’t have to buy all textbooks. There should be essential reading which is where to focus first. Recommended reading is also useful for certain topics.


“Even 20 minutes to look up one thing will be a productive use of your time”



After a lecture, your goal is to go back 
 through your lecture notes, understand the topic and eliminate any question marks. Many students struggle with time. My commuting students find their brains are not in that revision headspace immediately when they return home. Eliminating any question marks is something that you can do while commuting or between lectures. Even 20 minutes to look up one thing will be a productive use of your time. If you find that time is against you, look at these smaller gaps of time in your day or between other tasks. This will help you to make sense of the information from the lecture.

Top notes result from a structured way of thinking. I explain some examples below for making your own notes. You don’t have to stick with one specific format. They provide a structure to help you make the best use of your time. Dee changed re-writing out her lecture notes and found that she understood the lecture topic better as a result. Sometimes she simply used a printout of the lecture slides and captured key points and explanations next to the printout. Other times she would use a more structured format such as the Cornell method or a mind map.

The Cornell Method

The Cornell note-taking method was devised at Cornell University hence the name. All you need is a page and you can use the same structure with multiple pages

The page is divided into different sections.

Two columns and an area at the top and bottom of the page.
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Figure 2
 The Cornell note-taking method

The title of lecture or course topic is at the top of the page.

The main note-taking column is for your actual notes. This is where you record any additional information that the lecturer displays. You can add any additional comments and any examples that are not included in the lecture slides.

The smaller column on the left is for questions that you can 
 answer when recapping for exam preparation or any comments/key points. You can capture key words or brief phrases to summarize main points. You can develop and write potential test questions to use for recapping. These are practice questions that will boost your learning.

The bottom section is where you write a brief summary (about 5-7 lines). This is another form of review and it helps you to think deeper. You can complete this section when reviewing the topic.

Mind maps

Mind maps are diagrams that show the important points and the relationships and connections that exist throughout. The shape and structure of a mind map can help provide cues to help you remember information more easily.

Write the subject or topic in the centre of the page and draw a circle around it.

Identify key points or important facts and draw lines out from the centre for each key point. Use single words or simple phrases to keep the mind map clear and easy to read.

Dive deeper and explore each key point for the next level of information. Keep drawing lines out or branches for each new topic or fact. You can use colours, pictures and symbols too.

Finally look for connections between key ideas, this will help you to see links. Draw cross linkage lines between them to show the connections.

You can use a large chart to draw your own mind map and then 
 put this on your wall. There are also a range of digital applications which allow you to create mind maps and move things around (e.g. Coggle, Mindly). It’s a personal choice about what you like. Remember it’s the process of creating a mind map that supports your learning.

I have created a short video on the Cornell Method and Mind Maps which you can access at www.studysmarterbook.com/resources
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Figure 3
 A mind map
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 Step 1 Eliminate the question marks


Go back through your lecture notes and have a look at any points you weren’t sure about or put down a big “?”

Use Google as a first step especially if there are any words you don’t understand or that you couldn’t explain to someone else. Your goal is to get clarity. If you can’t find answers to your question marks online or from the recommended reading, then speak with your tutor or lecturer.
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 Step 2 Go through essential reading


Go to any essential reading or recommended reading. Use the index to look up the topic area or specific term and the index will link to the page section in the textbook. Go through the section. Or if the book is online, use the search tool to find the relevant section. Consider what has been emphasised in your lecture notes and read the explanation in the book section. Typically, reading information explained from another source will help you to understand it more.
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 Step 3 Use other sources


If you are still not understanding something, use other sources. Perhaps YouTube will have a video that explains your topic. Google your specific question and see what comes up. If you still haven’t eliminated the question mark, ask another student if they get it. If they do, then having them explain it to you can unlock the mystery. You can also ask the lecturer. Send them an email, call in to see them during their office hours or ask at the end of a lecture. When the lecturer can see that you have tried other sources first but are stuck, they will be happy to help.
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 Step 4 Summarise your lecture


This will help with future reviews. Summarise a few points of the main ideas and how they link. You can do this using the Cornell method, a mind map or as a section on its own somewhere in your notes. Some of my successful students create their own posters or charts on topics.

You can watch a short video on The Cornell Method and Mind Maps by visiting www.studysmarterbook.com/resources





	Mistakes to avoid
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One of the most common mistakes that prevents studying smart is re-writing out lecture notes multiple times. It will take a lot of time and you are just fooling yourself in thinking this is productive. Yes, your notes will be neater, but this is not a good use of your time. Dee isn’t the only student to share with me how they would re-write their notes out again and again, over and over. Did it help? Not really, they were spending so much time writing that their hand hurt. They couldn’t recall every detail despite all the effort. How frustrating!

I have seen students rely on internet searches using Google, for example, to read around their lecture notes. The online hits are a mixture of sources. Some websites like Wikipedia are useful to have a quick glance, but these are not a solid source of information. You cannot trust all internet sources for the right level of academic quality. The author and their level of expertise 
 will help you to judge the internet source. We will talk more about this in Chapter 15 on selecting good quality references. Making your own study notes may not always flow smoothly. You might need to stick with a topic until it makes sense. Questions lead to learning and top students will keep asking questions until they get it. Other topics you will understand more quickly. This is normal so keep eliminating any question marks.
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Online learning

I wrote the first draft of this book months before the COVID-19 pandemic. When that situation unfolded, it turned our lives upside down. For anyone at university or college, all teaching and learning went online. My students were sent home and we delivered lectures remotely. During the COVID-19 pandemic, everything happened online.


“Keeping a level of concentration isn’t always easy online”



Online learning is commonly embedded into university courses. Most students have access to recorded lectures they can view any time. There are many videos available on YouTube or the Khan Academy that cover useful topics. Online learning will be something you use in your studies. The extent of online learning depends on your course and how it is structured. You may have to view video resources and prepare questions ahead of a session. You may have online sessions live with your lecturer or tutor. Or you may use videos in your studying and revision. Omar was in his second year at university and was finding time management more challenging. “I haven’t time to watch all the lecture recordings
 ”, said Omar. “I do watch them 
 at a faster speed to save time, but sometimes I just get distracted too much
 ”. Omar wanted to use online resources, but it didn’t always work well. Typically, students will binge-watch more than one video recording and use a faster speed option to maximise their time. Keeping a level of concentration isn’t always easy online, and if the video recording is a bit dull, well, that doesn’t help either. There are similarities with online learning to traditional lectures, but there are also some differences. In this chapter, I will focus on what is different and how to avoid some of the common pitfalls.

Getting set up

The getting set up phase is important for online sessions where you must participate. With online platforms, particularly if you are using new systems, it can take time up-front to become familiar with the technology. Create your dedicated workspace for participating in online sessions. Make it so you can work comfortably for long periods. Ensure your speakers are working and if you need it your microphone too. If you need uninterrupted time, then consider letting others know that you are online during certain hours.

Using online resources in your learning doesn’t always need to be in the one workspace. Maybe you fit watching videos during your commute to university or work. The getting set up phase doesn’t apply so much here.

If you are taking an online course where video recordings are used to deliver the content, then use an online calendar to schedule specific times for watching them. This will help you to manage your time and ensure it doesn’t become a binge-fest when assignments are due. I will explain in Chapter 9 why 
 spreading out your study efforts is a smart use of your time.

Mind wandering


“Our minds wander, drift to other thoughts and associations frequently”



Have you found yourself watching a video and your thoughts drift to something else? This happens naturally and is one of the biggest challenges with online learning. This happens in the classroom, too, but the levels of mind wandering are much higher with video recorded lectures.
 1
 Our minds wander, drift to other thoughts and associations frequently. You might find when listening to someone, that you can start to think about ideas related to what they are saying. This is positive, and what we can call intentional
 mind wandering is a good thing. It won’t be a surprise to hear that mind wandering to unrelated thoughts results in poorer performance on the online topic.
 2
 There is a cost in performance. It certainly won’t help if the video recording is monotone or dull. A presenter’s voice and presentation style can play such a role in maintaining attention. It can require more concentration to watch videos, particularly when needing to focus on the message and teaching points. Another cause of mind wandering is online distractions. Multitasking with social media and browsing will also lead to poorer academic performance. So maybe leave the online shopping or Instagram until after you have done your academic work. That can be your reward!


“Interactive questions improves the performance and learning of online material”



Hopefully, your lecturer will use effective approaches if using online media in their teaching. They might give you shorter video sessions and include 
 questions and activities for you to do. But this book is about putting you in the driving seat and emphasising what you can do. With your academic success, questions lead to learning. This applies to online learning too. What is clear from the research is that having interactive questions improves the performance and learning of online material.
 3
 If you are watching a lecture recording where this isn’t a feature, then you can stop the video every 3-5 minutes and answer a question. This will help your attention. It could be a summary, “what’s the main point here
 ”?


“Having a question to begin with gives your brain something to focus on”



My student, Omar, found watching online lectures overwhelming and wondered if he was wasting time doing this. He would lose concentration, and his study notes were just a copy of what the lecturer said. I could see that his engagement was passive. There was no interactivity. “How about taking the lecture outcomes given at the start and turning these outcomes into questions
 ”? I suggested. Omar hadn’t considered that approach, and it was such a simple change to add. Having a question to begin with gives your brain something to focus on. It helps with concentration, and you can get to the part of the lecture recording quicker. Using the note-taking methods explained in Chapter 3 will also give you a structure to capture excellent notes. Using questions helps to ensure that you aren’t wasting your precious time. Do you find yourself HAVING
 to Google the answer to a specific question? I know I won’t settle until I have the answer. It forces me to act and grab my phone. With questions, you have a focus and are filtering out unimportant or unrelated stuff. Having questions to answer keeps you more motivated watching videos.




	How to succeed with online learning
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 STEP 1 Get set up


Create a good workspace especially if you need to participate online and work for long hours. Schedule specific time in your calendar to participate or view online sessions. If you are just watching a short video or commuting, then you can be more flexible.
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 STEP 2 Know your goal


Identify your goal for an online study session. This will help you deal with any unhelpful mind wandering and potential distractions that will tempt you.

Are you participating in an online session as part of your course?

Are you watching a recorded lecture you attended, to help with your notes?

Are you watching a video to help with your study?

If you are participating in a live session, then get clear on what you need to do ahead of the session. Be prepared! Have the required information ready to go.

If you are watching a recorded lecture, then have the presentation slides available to view alongside the video. What do you want to get out of watching the lecture? Set yourself some questions. The questions below should get you to think about the lecture content more deeply.


Why is “this topic” important? How does it link to another “topic”?

What does “this topic” mean?

How does “this topic” work?

What examples are used in “this topic”? Should I understand the examples, or should I be able to reproduce them without looking at any notes?



Turn the lecture outcomes into questions. Your goal is to answer these as you view the recording. Or you could identify the top three key points in the session and summarise these. This isn’t about you just writing verbatim what is said. That would be a waste of your time.

If you are viewing a video on YouTube or through other searches to help your learning, then have a question in mind. Be ruthless. If the video is not helping you, search for other videos. Consider who has produced the video as the quality of the video and information may vary.
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 STEP 3 Break it up with quizzes


Your attention to watching a video may only last minutes. If the recording is longer, then stop it every 5-10 minutes and ask yourself questions on what you have just watched. Use an active 
 note-taking method such as the Cornell method or mind maps in Chapter 3.
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Online learning is similar to traditional classroom learning, in that you must first attend to information. Mind-wandering and not paying attention can be more of a challenge online. Rather than passively viewing a lecture recording and finding the whole thing a bore, remember questions lead to learning. Having questions to answer and controlling your viewing to the parts of the recording that are relevant is smarter. Binge-watching multiple videos at a faster speed is like cramming your study. That’s not a smart way to learn. Schedule time to view videos that are important. This provides a purpose to your online learning.
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Tutorials and workshops

Other sessions in your timetable include smaller group activities that are not lectures. They might be called, workshops, tutorials, PBL (problem-based learning), problem sessions, etc. For my students, workshops are smaller groups than lectures (usually 15-40 students) and involve exercises and problem-solving activities. You might have similar sessions, or you might have even smaller group sessions where you are in groups of 3-5 students. These tutorials and workshops tend not to be a lecturer teaching you as in a lecture. The focus is on you the student and they are much more activity-based than seminar-based. So, what do you do differently for these activities? This chapter will help guide you through tutorials and workshops, so you maximise your efforts.

The importance of tutorials and workshops


“Learning is not a spectator sport”



I always laugh with my students and 
 remind them that workshops are called WORK-shops for a reason. You are expected to do some work! Tutorials and workshops are an opportunity to apply your learning. You work through practice problems and dig into the topic in more detail. It’s your opportunity to consolidate your learning and clarify anything that you don’t yet fully understand. I must remind some students about the work part when they sit with no pen or paper or laptop. Learning is not a spectator sport. There’s some action required and it’s not about a teacher just giving answers without any effort. You must have a go first, get stuck (you will get stuck) and then get clarity. Ahead of your tutorials and workshops, you might be asked to prepare some work in advance. If you have pre-work to do, then it’s important that you at least have a go.

In an ideal world, the workshops will follow in sequence from the lectures. This will introduce you to the topic and the workshops and tutorials will help you to consolidate this learning. Most workshop tutorials have compulsory attendance. You might risk failing on attendance if you are not there.

Reasons for workshops and tutorials


“Workshops and tutorials are for you, the student, to enhance your learning”



Learning is not a linear process. It’s not as simple as hearing about a topic in a lecture and then you’ve learnt it. Learning takes places in the mind of the learner. This can happen in lectures to some extent, but workshops and tutorials help you to test your learning. You will get out what you put in, as cliché as that sounds. You really need to apply what you are 
 learning. This will determine what makes sense for you. It will identify if something hasn’t quite linked with your prior level of knowledge to wire it in your brain. There is research to support that answering questions, producing an error and then receiving corrective feedback results in better retention of the correct answers than simply studying the correct answers from the start.
 1
 The workshops and tutorials are for you, the student, to enhance your learning. As a lecturer, I find workshops and tutorials helpful to understand where my students are getting stuck. This helps me to identify what they haven’t fully understood or if they have misunderstood something. I will then recap and re-teach a concept based on this observation.

Some things will require you to go away and make sense of them in your own study time. Other things are reinforced and clarified further in these teaching activities. Cognitive load research shows that learning from worked examples is highly effective in the initial stages of learning a topic. Worked examples enable the learning of new content more effectively compared to solving problems independently.
 2
 The worked example shows the solution with each step in solving the problem detailed. For this reason, you will go through more examples in workshops and tutorials compared to lectures.




	How to get the best from Tutorials and Workshops
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 STEP 1 Have a go at the exercises


To get the most out of your tutorials/workshops, look at the questions or problems ahead of the session. You will get much more from your time in the session. Even if you cannot complete the problem, indicate with a “?” beside where you are stuck.
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 STEP 2 Go in with an open, learning mind


If you can answer all the questions and haven’t had to think much about the answers, this is great. You already have learned the information. Most times, however, you are learning new concepts or learning topics in much more detail. It’s unlikely that you can answer all the questions with no queries. This is learning; you don’t get everything right first time around. Even if you make mistakes, it’s better to get them out of the way now and learn from them, so you can make more progress.

[image: ]
 STEP 3 Ask questions, keep asking questions


This is your learning opportunity to test your level of understanding. Ask questions with anything you don’t fully understand. Sit near the front if you are distracted. Put away your phone and give your full attention to the activities. Ask questions to other students when working in groups and ask questions to the lecturer. Asking questions is part of good learning. If you don’t want to ask a question during the class, wait until the end or a break and ask the lecturer individually.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Don’t see it as another session to check in for attendance and sit through. Having to think a lot in these sessions is deliberate and it might be difficult at times. You are making progress when you get stuck because it’s an opportunity to get clarity. It shows you are thinking and working through the activity within that session. Remember, the topics covered in the workshops must be important. These are the activities and examples you are expected to be able to do. Making sense of these will help you on your course. I would expect that similar types of questions and question formats will appear on your assessments. This depends on your lecturers and the course. You can check sample papers/assessment guidance for further clarification.
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Coursework planning essentials

Your assigned work during the academic year is coursework. Examples include presentations, essays, reports and quizzes. I mentioned in the obvious stuff about my final year student not knowing their coursework submission deadlines. Typically, you are given a lead-in time to do coursework. It is not released hours before the deadline. You are likely to have the information weeks in advance. There are things you can do to help your coursework success and things to certainly avoid. I want to look at what most students typically do with their coursework because this is certainly different to what top students do. Top students could end up spending a similar amount of time on their coursework, but it’s how they plan their coursework that is the critical step.

This chapter is about starting your coursework planning. Those essential first steps to take with your coursework. The first big step is making a start.

What is coursework planning?

You will have to complete coursework components on your course. Some of the coursework will count towards your final grade, this is referred to as summative. Other coursework that does not count is called formative. You will meet a formative coursework submission early in your studies. This is to give you practice and to get feedback on your progress. The weightings for summative coursework will vary; it could be 50% coursework and 50% end of year exam. Across the academic year, you may have a single piece of coursework or multiple submissions. The number of coursework submissions should be available to you at the start of the year. The dates to complete the coursework are also usually stated. Specific details and how to submit the work may not be available at the start of the academic year. Depending on how your lecturers send notifications, you will receive the details for each piece of coursework during the academic year.


“The deadlines for each coursework component will vary”



The deadlines for each coursework component will vary. For example, a laboratory report or other practical-based activity could be submitted at the end of the activity. Most coursework submissions are available for you to complete over time. You will have at least two weeks (usually more). This is to help you manage your time and focus on the assignment over that time. The lecturers want you to avoid cramming so you can do your best work. If you have ever spent hours working on something, you will recognise that you often must take a break from it.


“It’s the priming effect, what is on the mind is brought to mind!”



All students are notified about a coursework submission at the same time. There’s something top students do 
 differently when coursework is released. Most students will wait until nearer the deadline to get started. They will complete the assignment on time so why do top students start planning coursework earlier? I’ve witnessed top students leave my lecture, go to the library and make a start on the coursework. Top students are using an incredibly powerful effect called priming. Priming is like your brain’s superpower. The priming effect helps to get your brain to start thinking about and noticing relevant information. Have you ever experienced how you become more aware of information you have been discussing or are interested in? When I was considering buying a new car, all I could see on the road were cars like my favourite choice. If you have been looking at clothes for an upcoming occasion, you notice fashion around you more. It’s the priming effect, what is on the mind is brought to mind! It’s something supermarkets and restaurants use to get us to spend more money. A study to see the influence of in-store music on consumers’ choice of wine found that the nights when French music was played, yes, you’ve guessed it, more French wine was purchased. The customers were unaware of the priming effect that the music had on their choice.
 1



“Getting started can be the challenge”



So, doing research and coursework planning early on will help you to do better quality work because you have primed your brain for the coursework. You might even link things mentioned in lectures and tutorials from your initial planning phase. You will pick up on important information highlighted by your lecturers. Information you start to notice that you might otherwise have simply deleted. Getting started can be the challenge. It’s like doing exercise, getting to the gym or even putting on your trainers can be the difficult first step. Even if you find you work best closer to deadlines, getting started and using the priming effect will help a lot. Closer to the deadline you have all the information you need to produce top 
 quality work.




	How to succeed with coursework planning
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 STEP 1 Set your own coursework deadline


This is a top tip from my successful students. They put their own coursework deadlines in their calendar. Maybe a week before the actual deadline so they work to that date. This gives them a buffer or a safety net if anything happens unexpectedly, and they want extra time to do their best work.
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 STEP 2 Start planning early on


Use the priming effect to your advantage, look at the coursework and see what it’s about. Look at the coursework criteria to understand what the coursework is focusing on. Open a blank document and write some questions if anything doesn’t make sense. You can look for answers and make sense of the coursework before you jump in.

Jot down any ideas you have and look at the reading list for the course and identify any key texts you might need. Otherwise, create a folder or some way to file documents you have found. This will help you avoid wasting time when you know where everything you need is.
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 STEP 3 Schedule time to work on the coursework


We think we know something and then we get stuck. Having time to deal with that is going to help your work and is a much better option. Running out of time is not good or even worse, missing the deadline and submitting late. You might schedule a day at the weekend to work on coursework or schedule time in the week spread out over different days.




	Mistakes to avoid
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The biggest mistake is leaving all the coursework to do in one go. This is cram­ming and will certainly not lead to your best work. It will help to start your planning earlier and use the priming effect to your advantage. You will do much better to do the coursework in stages spaced apart.

Another issue is hearing what other students say about the coursework and focusing just on that. I know from experience that students misunderstand something and then it’s passed around the entire class. It’s fake news like an urban truth, and it sends people into a blind panic. I am not suggesting you don’t engage with other students or chat about learning. Think for yourself about the coursework and don’t be completely guided by others. There’s also the risk of plagiarism where you could get into some serious hot water if you don’t submit your own work. Avoid leaving it until the deadline to do all your work. If you put off getting started, leave everything until the last minute, we will visit motivation in chapter 14.
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What do lecturers look for?

Something that can feel like a complete mystery is making sense of what lecturers are looking for in your academic work. What exactly is the question or assignment referring to? What is the focus required for your answer? My biggest frustration as a lecturer marking answers to questions is that students simply don’t answer the question asked. They sometimes answer the question but not fully. It can seem that they answer the question they wanted to be asked. So, their answer goes off topic and does not fully address the question. Obviously, you can’t get top marks if you don’t answer the question. This chapter gives you an insight from the other side, from the side of the lecturer. It will focus on what lecturers are looking for and how to ensure you give yourself every chance to get top marks.

What do lecturers look for?


“We are looking to reward students on their work”



Lecturers want to award marks, which might be a surprise, but the truth is we do. It’s not about taking marks off and penalising for every tiny thing; we are looking to reward students on their work. This is where the confusion starts. I have met with upset and disappointed students who had spent hours on an assignment. The grades didn’t reflect this effort, and hence the students felt crushed. Your effort is needed, but it doesn’t get marked. We mark the work against a standard and not the effort and time put in to complete the work. Even if you have put in hours of effort, we cannot give marks because you have worked hard. So, getting inside the black box of what we the lecturers mean and what the question is focusing on will be key. I have asked students to look at two or more pieces of work and award a grade or mark. The extremes in marks awarded went from 20% right up to 80%. That’s a huge difference so this area can cause much confusion for students.

Academic success is measured not only in what students can remember but what can be done with this knowledge. Coursework and assignments will be engineered in different ways to measure your knowledge. They will also test what you can do with this knowledge.


“Application of knowledge and critical thinking require a deeper level of understanding”



Memorisation and recall of information are needed to some extent. There are certain things in your degree you just need to know and can recall. However, this is not the only focus in your university studies. Application of knowledge and critical thinking require a deeper level of understanding. These skills are developed throughout your degree and are essential for your future careers.

Different levels of thinking

I’ve mentioned that lecturers are looking for knowledge and understanding, so let’s dive into what these mean. Knowledge is about getting the correct answer; it’s about knowing information. When questions ask you to define, identify or list, then this is a clue. You are being asked for correct knowledge. This is especially true in the first and second years of university. In your degree course at university, we are looking for correct knowledge and more. We want to confirm that you can apply your knowledge and understanding. You will evaluate scenarios critically. You discuss advantages and limitations and provide evidence to back up key points. A summary of the common verbs used in questions is shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4
 Verbs in questions

Lecturers and tutors use a well-defined framework
 1
 that categorises the six levels of thinking:


Remembering, Understanding, Applying, Analysing, Evaluating and Creating




“Understanding a new topic can require a good bit of effort”



The first three are what we call fundamental thinking skills – remembering, understanding and applying. These are not necessarily easier. Sometimes understanding a new topic can require a good bit of effort. You must ask lots of questions to get clarity. Mastery of these fundamental thinking skills are essential for the remaining three levels. The more complex thinking skills are analysing, evaluating and creating. To evaluate a topic, you must remember and understand the important aspects about the topic. I’ve used technical terms here. Let’s have a look at each level so you know how to recognise it from the way a question is worded.

Knowledge:

This level focuses on remembering. This is where you define, memorize, and remember material. This includes common terms, specific facts and basic concepts.


Some verbs for knowledge/remembering:

List, define, identify, show, label, and quote



Lecturers want to see the correct knowledge in an answer. An example is that you define and recall terms correctly or you 
 identify the correct answer from several options.

Comprehension:

This level focuses on understanding. The ability to understand and grasp conceptual meaning and interpret facts.


Some verbs for comprehension/understanding:

Summarise, explain, discuss, describe and estimate



Lecturers want to see the correct explanation for a topic but in your own words. Or that you can explain the correct answer.

Application:

This level focuses on applying. This is using learned material, methods and concepts in new situations. It can also predict an outcome from several pieces of information.


Some verbs for application/applying:

Apply, relate, demonstrate, calculate, illustrate, interpret and solve



Lecturers are looking for the correct methods to solve problems. Or that you apply the correct theory to a situation.

Analysis:

This level focuses on analysing. This is breaking down a complex problem into different parts. Then determining how those parts relate to each other and the process as a whole.


Some verbs for analysis/analysing:

Analyse, differentiate, discriminate, distinguish, examine and infer



Lecturers want to see why you use a particular solution process to resolve a problem. Also, that you can see patterns or deconstruct the critical components of a problem.

Evaluation:

This level focuses on evaluating. This is to judge and determine the value of material for a purpose based on a definite set of criteria.


Some verbs for evaluation/evaluating:

Appraise, assess, judge, recommend, rank and conclude



Lecturers are looking for your ability to weigh up and critique a problem or situation.

Creativity:

This level focuses on creating. This is putting parts together to form a new whole. Creating something new from combining many sources of information.


Some verbs for creativity/creating:

Assemble, compose, construct, create, design, develop, formulate, modify and organize



Lecturers are looking to see you can construct something new. Or rearrange, reconstruct parts of a process to form a new whole.

Any question you meet will have a focus at one or more of these levels. In chapter 16, I go through more details on the criteria used by lecturers in coursework assignments. This builds on these six thinking levels.
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 STEP 1 Read the question, read it again


Read the question, read it again and ask yourself, what is this really asking me? Do you need just to state the answer (knowledge), or do you also need to explain your answer (show understanding)? This will give you some clues about how to plan your answer. Examine the question before jumping in.
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 STEP 2 Look at the mark breakdown


Look at the mark breakdown against a question part. That will give you some insight into how much you must answer relative to other parts. As a rule of thumb, it’s not quantity over quality. Writing less but of higher quality is sometimes a better option.
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 STEP 3 Use PEE to structure your answer



PEE
 is making your point, evaluate and evidence

This is a great structure to use in essays or questions where you must write a section in your own words. Think of PEE for each paragraph: Point, Evaluate, Evidence.


	
Make your point
 or provide an answer.






	
Then evaluate
 or expand
 on the point.






	
Weigh up your answer and discuss the point in more detail.






	
Finally provide evidence
 to support your point.





References that are listed in coursework submissions count as evidence. Other evidence is expanding your answer, perhaps linking to something else in a different lecture, using a figure, a graph or an example. PEE can be a great reminder when answering questions that require you to explain, discuss or critically evaluate your answer.




	Mistakes to avoid
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“Your effort is needed, but it doesn’t get marked”



Answer the question asked (doh!). Students disappointed with their marks, admitted to me that they knew the topic, but their answer wasn’t complete on paper. Although they knew it in their head, the marks are awarded to what was written on paper. Another mistake is thinking you get marks for effort alone. Your effort is needed, but it doesn’t get marked. Even if you put lots of time into your work, the marks are awarded against a criterion or standard. Lecturers design the assessments around the framework given in this chapter. I have done everything to keep it super simple for you. An ideal way is for you to see examples of academic work and how they are marked. This is something that I do with my students and they find it very helpful. When it comes to certain questions that require evidence to support the answer, often students omit the evidence. Without the evidence, it is just an opinion. If you are just needing to write the answer for knowledge, then you need not expand and provide evidence. If you must explain or discuss or evaluate your answer, then yes you do.
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How many hours to study?

“How many hours should I study at university
 ”? Is one of the most popular questions I hear. There’s a common belief that the harder you work, the better your results will be. Yes, your efforts determine your results, but there’s more to unpack with this statement. The mantra ‘work harder, work longer, work more’, does it produce better results? The answer is it depends! If you are working for hours but don’t answer the question, then you won’t get a high grade. If your work doesn’t match the criteria against which it is marked, then you won’t get a high grade. If you put in time to understand what you are learning and can show this in your answers, then you will get higher grades. It’s how you are studying that counts not just studying more. It’s why studying smarter is not about saying work harder.


“It’s how you are studying that counts not just studying more”



Hours of poor study technique, full of distractions will keep you busy. It won’t necessarily mean higher grades. This chapter is about studying smart and 
 what that looks like in effort and hours. Study time outside of class is not a random number. Is there is a magic number of hours to study?

Course structure and study hours

Your university degree will have a structure that links to credit points. Credits are arranged and planned to add up to a set number of hours depending on the qualification. For my students, they have 4 modules (or courses) in a year to give 120 credits per year of study. One module that runs throughout the academic year, adds up to 300 hours. Not all those hours are teaching hours. There might be up to 60 hours of teaching activities, and the rest is independent study. Independent study includes coursework time, study time and preparation time. Let’s have a closer look to break down the numbers. Take 30 weeks of the academic year, with four modules, that works out as 10 hours per week per module. If for one module in each week, there are two lectures and one workshop activity, this leaves 7 hours of independent study time. Across 5 days in the week, that’s about 1.5 hours of study per day per module! You might do more some days and less other days, of course. Don’t worry if you have a different credit system.



As a rule of thumb, you want to spend 2 hours of study per 1 hour of class
 .



I have gone through this calculation to show that your time is needed for studying, working and planning. Study time outside of class is not a random number. How much time are you spending per day on your academic work
 ?


“Where do you find time in your day to think, read, recap and plan?”



Look at the number of study hours you do outside of class. Where do you find time in your day to think, read, recap and plan? Some of the top students I have interviewed get up early in the morning because that works better for them. It also means they are in bed earlier. Others prefer to work later or have responsibilities meaning they need to work later in the evening. It’s identifying study hours that work for you. There are also times in the day where you have gaps between scheduled activities. You could find 45 minutes to do productive studying. If you commute and are sitting on a bus or train, then that’s a great time to do something productive. As we will go through in chapters 9 and 10, breaking up your study time is smart. Remember, it might take less time to study some topics compared to other students. It could also take you longer than other students too. This is about your learning!


“You might have to choose study and say no to something else”



Research shows that short-range planning skills and attitudes to time are the best predictors of good academic performance.
 1
 Time attitude is being in charge of your time, saying no when you need to and managing your activities as you need to. Some of my top students say no to going out with friends at certain times. They know they can meet up again when the work is done. That is not always easy, but it is important to achieving your goals. So, these students make choices and say, “I will go out next weekend once I get this coursework done
 ”. Friends will be there and will understand. Most students commit to their goals for success on their course. They have a desire to succeed and get good grades. The part they sometimes forget is what will they have to give up? It’s not to give something up forever, just in the short-term when the priority is study success. So, you might have to choose study and say no to 
 something else. Another time you can say yes to that something else. Short-term planning is being flexible to adjust and change your schedule as needed. A university course has different demands, different timings and changes happen. If you can deal with short-term planning, you will cope better.




	How to succeed with study planning
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 STEP 1 Determine WHEN you work best


Determine when you work best. Are you an early bird or a night owl? Are there times in your day when you can schedule study time? Look closely at your schedule and identify times when you will study. Put these in your calendar.

[image: ]
 STEP 2 Short-range planning


Short-range planning is being flexible to adjust and change your schedule when necessary. You make a plan, you stick to it and be ready to change your plan. This will happen.

Below are questions to prompt your short-range planning. Have a think about these questions and be honest with yourself:

Do you make a list of the things you must do each day? Do you stick to it?

Do you have the tasks you need to do each day scheduled in your online calendar?

Do you plan your day before you start it?

Are you aware of what you need to get done for the day?

Do you have a clear idea of what you want to accomplish during the next week?

This is a great start to identify what you must do. This is your plan. Schedule it in your calendar.
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 STEP 3 Take charge of your time


You will have responsibilities that account for some of your time. Step 3 is about the time outside of your responsibilities. The good news is that you are in charge of your own time.

Two questions that will help you to consider how you manage your own time and if you must make any changes:

Do you do things that interfere with your university work because you hate to say “No” to others?

On an average university day, do you spend more time with social media than doing study?

Your full-time course (if you are studying full-time) equals a 40-hour week. Are you coming up short with the number of hours you study? This will affect your overall learning and success. Small changes discussed in this chapter could transform your study success.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Some students completely underestimate the time allocated for independent study. They get distracted by other things and studying ends up lower down on their priority list. Planning coursework and working on tasks gets left until close to the deadline. This reduces the benefits of priming (see chapter 6). Sometimes getting started with certain tasks can overwhelm. Remember, “how do you eat an elephant
 ?” The answer – one bite at a time! (This is to make a point of course; elephants are wonderful creatures and we don’t eat them). Break up the task and consistently and regularly make small efforts. This is what success looks like.
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Effective studying

“I have spent time concentrating hard and revising, and yet I can’t remember some key points when I need to
 ”. Which was Dee’s big frustration.

I understood quickly that Dee was a highly motivated student. She was putting in an appropriate amount of study time outside of class. This wasn’t about working harder.

This chapter is one that I wish I knew when I was at university. I remember copying out notes from lectures and then using a bright pink or yellow highlighter to mark important bits. These pieces of paper were everything to me as a student and I would revisit and re-read them again and again. I used to question if this was the best way to study and prepare for exams? I didn’t know then what I do now.

What’s surprising is that the majority of students study in ways that are not ideal. This is confirmed by numerous research studies; most students are not studying smart. Regrettably, students waste time using study approaches that don’t deliver. In this chapter we go through effective study habits that are 
 backed up by scientific research.

What is effective studying?

Courses are designed so topics build and connect with each other throughout. Further details connect and link to other topics. At the end of a course there are many notes on different topics that weave together to build a body of knowledge. You are allocated study hours within your course to help you consolidate and learn this knowledge. The biggest error that students make in studying is one that tricks the mind. I know this because it was something I used to do. It doesn’t feel like an error, in fact it feels productive. It feels productive because the more you do the more familiar the information seems. The biggest error is re-reading study notes over and over. The information becomes familiar due to re-reading it. This instils a sense of confidence. That feels good, but unfortunately, it doesn’t mean you have learned what you have re-read. It certainly won’t be a good way to ensure that you can sit with a blank piece of paper and recall and explain what you have learned. I keep saying that questions lead to learning. In terms of effective studying, the quality of questions you ask yourself will determine the level of your performance. Studying is about understanding; you can’t learn what you don’t understand.


“Studying is about understanding; you can’t learn what you don’t understand”



I introduce three main effective study strategies and explain why you want to design your own studying with these in mind. Effective learning is long-lasting and flexible. It is not the speed of learning the material. The term flexible means that learning can be recalled in a variety of different situations and for different purposes.

Here are the three main effective study strategies:

1. Space out your studying

From my own research, some students believe that sticking with a single topic is better for learning. They will leave this topic when finished and then move on to the next topic. They progress through their study in this way, completing one topic at a time. This is blocked practice where a single skill or topic is repeated during a time period.

Research shows that students who mixed up different maths formula methods throughout their study, outperformed another group of students who used blocked practice by 43%.
 1
 It is better to distribute and space out your studying of topics rather than studying a single topic all in one go. My successful students mix up topics too. They revise one topic in a study session, move to something else in the next study session and revisit the previous topic again.

2. Testing effect

If you took only one thing from this chapter, it would be this – Use the testing effect in your studying. Your learning and recall are better from taking a test (answering questions, testing yourself) than simply restudying (or re-reading) the material. Research shows that students who received more re-study sessions than test sessions were more confident in a test one week later. From the results, however, the students with more test sessions performed better.
 2
 Figure 5 shows the difference in results for three different groups of students.
 3
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Figure 5
 The average percentage of correct answers on a final test for three different groups of students.

Group 1 read the text only,

Group 2 re-read key notes and

Group 3 were tested with questions.

It’s clear that Group 3 performed best for the time spent studying (61.5% versus 34.2%). So, testing with questions improved performance over re-reading notes by 16.7%. It’s the same time overall spent studying, but what a difference in the test results. Although it seems counterintuitive, you are better using testing or recapping than just re-reading the material. It may feel that it’s more difficult. This is where students think it’s not the best way, but now you know the evidence. Trust that testing yourself will be the difference that makes the difference. My successful students use recapping and testing themselves as ways of revising. It could be testing themselves with a blank piece of paper without their notes. Some use a study room at the university and write key points and explanations on a 
 whiteboard. They also explain the topic to another student or pretend another student is listening to them. Other students who prefer to listen to information during their commute, record themselves explaining a topic and listen to that. Some go for walks either indoors or outdoors and recap on a topic, either saying it out loud or in their head. You will notice that there are many ways to test yourself and you may prefer to use one or two ways over others. There is no one right way.

3. Generate notes and answers in your own words

Generating your own notes and creating your own answers produces better learning. Asking yourself questions while you are studying helps you to make connections between ideas.

Examples of questions or prompts:

How does this work?

How does this idea relate to that topic?

Give a real-life example of this

What experience in my life connects to this?

Why is this topic important for my course?


“Lecturers want to see your level of understanding when marking your work”



These questions will stop you learning isolated facts and repeating them like a parrot. In a video-recorded lecture, students recalled information. One group linked it to their own experiences and to what they already knew. Using this strategy, this group showed better understanding.
 4
 As discussed in chapter 7, lecturers want to see your level of understanding when marking your work. One of my successful students would imagine being a drug molecule and imagine how it binds to receptors in the body. He was using very creative elaboration strategies in his studying. It made sense to 
 him relating what he was learning to his own life. Where you can, connect what you are learning to something from your life or to your current level of knowledge.




	How to study effectively?
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 STEP 1 Space it out


During the day when you are at university, create small study sessions where you can do even 25 mins of focused and effective studying. Seven hours of study on a topic are better spaced out over two weeks rather than doing all seven hours together. Review your own notes but not directly after creating them, leave some time and then review.

The Rule of One
 is a simple way to space out your revision. Recap after one hour, recap after a day and recap after a week (or days depending on your schedule). Plan an assignment or some coursework early, so you create spaces between working on it.
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 STEP 2 Recap, Recap, Recap


The aim here is to recap what you have studied or learned without reading your notes. One way is to take a blank piece of paper and write down in your own words what you remember or 
 how you would answer a question. You can also test yourself by explaining a topic out loud. Persist until you have nothing else to write or say, find out where you are getting stuck. Then go back to your notes and fill in any gaps and check what you have written against your notes.

Other ways to recap:


	
Do as many practice questions that are available to you.






	
Create your own questions to answer.






	
Use mind maps or posters to help summarise topics.






	
Explain a topic out loud.






	
Teach a topic to another student.





Using flashcards can be a great way to test yourself, especially to remember facts. They can be used for understanding concepts too with a term on one side of the flashcard and the explanation on the back of the flashcard. Shuffle the stack and select one to test yourself. It’s important that you either write down or say out loud your responses. If you have multiple stacks, then select cards alternately so that you space out your recapping.
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 STEP 3 Ask yourself questions


Ask yourself questions when studying and find the answers. Think about what you are studying when you are studying. Consider your current learning knowledge and connect what you are studying to your knowledge. Describe how what you are studying links to your own life, your experiences and strengthen those connections.

Questions and prompts:


	
How does this work?






	
How does this idea relate to that topic?






	
Give a real-life example of this






	
What experience in my life connects to this?






	
Why is this topic important for my course?
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 STEP 4 Explain to others


Explain what you have learned to others. This can be to another student or pretend someone is there listening to you. Another way is to recap as in step 2 and then discuss it with another student. There’s also the option of teaching a topic to others. All these are great ways to reinforce what you have learned.




	Mistakes to avoid
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The key message is DO NOT
 just re-read notes, re-read textbooks, highlight notes and re-read them. It might feel like you are making progress, but it’s not the best approach.

A student shared their study system with me, which involved walking around the library building reading their notes over and over. It was like walking and talking to drum the notes into their head. The frustration they felt when it came to exams was understandable. The student couldn’t remember all the details and the exam was like the first proper recap. They were working hard but changed to working smart using the strategies in this chapter.

Using the testing effect, recapping, creating your own learning materials and spacing out your study will feel a bit more challenging. You are changing how you study, and this will feel different. It is a good sign and don’t give up on these new study ways just because it isn’t easy. The old way feels easier, but they are not the best use of your time. Remember, learning isn’t always easy, but it will be worth it.
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How not to forget

One of the biggest frustrations for students is remembering the content they have spent time studying. “How do I not forget the information I have studied
 ”? You spend your time studying, sometimes like you are drumming the information into your head. When you need to remember it again, for an exam or some important assessment, it’s simply not there. Or perhaps you can remember some of it but not everything you need. That is so annoying! This also can add to exam nerves and stress, feeling worried that you will have a mind blank when it really matters. The problem isn’t learning a topic; the problem is retaining it. This chapter will look at a familiar duo – remembering and forgetting. I will go through how to overcome forgetting in your studying. This will ensure you have more confidence in your ability to recall important information and you can focus clearly.

Why do we forget what we learn?

Here’s a question I often ask my students, “
 Do you remember what you ate for lunch Tuesday three weeks ago
 ”?

Think about that right now, do you remember? They usually laugh and say, “No
 ,” and my response is, “Of course no, why would you remember that
 ?” Unless you eat the same thing every Tuesday or you choked on something you were eating. Then you’d remember what you ate for sure. This is completely normal, forgetting is totally normal. Back to the late 1800s, a psychologist called Hermann Ebbinghaus measured this effect. He produced the forgetting curve in Figure 6.
 1
 The percentage of information remembered falls rapidly soon after studying it. You retain approximately 58% of what you learned after 20 mins, 9 hours later it’s down to 36%. Forgetting a huge chunk of what you’ve learned is a sign the brain is working just as it should. Contrary to what you might believe, forgetting is not a sign of failure. Although, it sure is frustrating especially when you want to remember what you’ve studied.
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Figure 6
 The forgetting curve

To forget is normal. If we remembered everything, we would literally go mad, not being able to switch off. There is an extremely rare condition for a handful of people in the world 
 who remember everything like a running movie. It is called hyperthymestic syndrome.


“Have you experienced hearing a tune that suddenly reminds you of someone or a moment in your life?”



We all have memories, especially for moments that have meaning or importance to us. I can remember my first day at school and crying my eyes out whilst my teacher put me in the sand pit. Things seemed to get better after that. I also remember my Mum collecting me outside of class after my first day with a bag of sweets. Have you experienced hearing a tune that suddenly reminds you of someone or a moment in your life? Smells are powerful for memory too. A scent can instantly transport you to a place in time. The feeling you get can be so strong and vivid. The aroma of peppermint enhances cognitive functions. This has been shown, for example, in video game performance.
 2
 You might be surprised with the suggestion that the scent of peppermint can help with your learning. Take a peppermint-scented product in your bag or use peppermint oil on a tissue and smell it during your studying and memory retrieval.

I mentioned in chapter 1 that we delete most of the 2 to 11 million bits of information available per second to us through our senses. This chapter acknowledges this will happen. It covers how to use strategies that will beat the forgetting curve and transform your studying.

How to beat forgetting?

The strategies for good effective studying from chapter9, do you remember them? There’s forgetting again!


“Wait some time to recap and test your learning”



The three secret weapons to beat forgetting are: space your study, recap using the testing effect and generate notes and answers in your own words. From the curve in Figure 6, we retain 44% of what we have learned 1 hour after a study session or after a lecture. It’s important to wait some time to recap and test your learning. This allows you to recover some of that forgotten material. It also reinforces your ability to recall. It’s your own brain learning workout to make remembering that thing you must remember much easier.

I will repeat myself because this is so important. Recapping and testing yourself is your weapon against forgetting. Questions lead to learning. Take the Apple logo, could you recall the logo correctly? This very thing was tested in a research experiment. Less than half (47%) of the 85 participants recognised the correct logo, but their confidence to do so was higher.
 3
 So despite the increased exposure to the logo in everyday life, it didn’t mean that it was stored to memory.

How much recapping is enough?

The goal for your studying is that you can bring to mind information when you need to. Do you remember learning how to tie your shoes? Maybe not and it was clumsy to begin with. Your full concentration was needed. With repetition over time, it became second nature. Now you can tie your shoes without even noticing as you are talking or focused on something else.


“When studying, practice with some breaks until you get it right 3 times”



So how often should you test yourself and recap on what you are studying? How much recapping is enough? 
 Research has come up with a useful rule: recap with spaced intervals until you can do it correctly 3 times.
 4
 So when studying, practice with some breaks until you get it right 3 times. Then leave this learning for a day or two and move onto something else. I use this rule myself when I am practicing a presentation talk. I don’t use any notes, so I must be able to recall key important points and facts. I practice with my notes first and do something else. Then I practice without my notes until I can recall the key points successfully 3 times. Another thing to include in your recapping is saying information out loud. Some of my successful students study and speak out loud to themselves. This helps your memory more than just reading information silently. Speaking out loud and writing information in your own words increases your ability to recognise and recall the information.
 5


To further boost your studying, you want to sleep between study sessions. Research on including sleep between study sessions not only reduced the amount of practice needed by half but also improved better long-term retention of learning.
 6
 Staying up all night studying is not as smart as some would claim! It’s not only with studying that sleep deprivation causes challenges. It affects our ability to make decisions. Decision fatigue occurs when we are tired. A study showed that experienced judges can experience decision fatigue. The judges were more likely to reject parole in the afternoon when they were tired compared to decisions made in the morning.
 7
 Sleeping between two learning sessions is powerful. My successful students report this. They study, sleep and the next day recap as part of their schedule.




	How to not to forget?
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 STEP 1 Space your recapping out


Space your study sessions apart and don’t study one topic all together. You must study and let the natural forgetting curve kick in, so you can then recap and boost your learning. Breaking up your study sessions with different topics is a good thing. You don’t need to have a fixed location for studying. Different locations help your memory.
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 STEP 2 Recap on what you’ve studied


Recap on what you’ve studied so you will remember more for longer. You can recap the next day during your commute, during a break, before you start a new study session. It will help identify which parts are not sticking! Being able to remember material when you need it will boost your confidence.
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 STEP 3 Be able to recall material 3 times


During a study session when learning information, practice and recap until you can do it correctly 3 times. Then do something new. Within the next 2 days, recap again on what you have learned and test yourself. This will highlight again which parts 
 are sticking and which are not! Keep recapping until you can recall it correctly 3 times. You will notice you are remembering more and forgetting less.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Don’t just recap shortly after learning something and think, great I know this. Leave time between recapping. You want to leave a sleep between, so you benefit the most from your time spent recapping and studying! You might have different lecturers teaching you. Students rate their understanding and are overconfident about their level of learning with good lecturers.
 8
 Although results confirm that learning is not better. Overconfidence is overestimating your learning. It’s believing that you have learned something better than you actually have. The problem with overconfidence is that it affects what students do. They stop studying earlier which is where the problem arises. Quick learning is not a sign of better learning. The speed and time to learn something is not a sign of better performance.
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Memory hacks

Have you ever discovered a different way to do something, that not only saves you time but makes life easier? You simply never go back to your old way of doing that thing again. It might be a simple change like setting reminders on your phone instead of relying on your memory alone! You notice the difference and it makes your life easier. Forgetting and not remembering stuff is normal as detailed in chapter 10. There are memory champions across the world who compete against each other. They perform extraordinary feats of memory, such as memorising 195 names and faces in 15 minutes. Or remembering the order of a deck of cards after 30 seconds. These individuals appear to have a photographic memory, but there is no such thing as a photographic memory. They are just like you and me. The difference is that they have trained their memories like an athlete. This chapter is about how to use memory hacks in your studying and more importantly when to use them. They are not useful for all learning at university. There are books and resources on different memory techniques. I have chosen a number of memory hacks for this chapter. These are the hacks I believe are the most effective for learning and studying. The ones that you can use without having to spend lots of time just to 
 learn the technique. Memory hacks are about having fun with a serious intent.

What are memory hacks?

Effective learning is recalling what you have learned in different situations. We can simplify the learning process in two steps 1. Encoding information and 2. Storing information. I am oversimplifying this so we can focus on the initial stages of studying. This is before you start recapping and testing yourself.

Let’s consider our memory to understand the memory hacks in this chapter. Most students rely on repetition through either re-reading or re-writing to help their brains remember. This approach does not work well, considering how the brains remembers information. Your brain loves to remember using words and pictures. People can recognise and remember 80-90% of what they have seen.
 1
 It’s why I can tell who has attended my lecture by looking at the faces in the room. I can’t remember the names, but I sometimes shock my students when I see them again. “You weren’t at my lecture, were you
 ”?

Encoding information


“A memory will pop into our minds if there is a cue or trigger”



If I say the word breakfast, you will recognise the word and probably not have to imagine your breakfast. During any normal conversation, we both understand what the word means. My memory connected to breakfast will be 
 different to your memory of breakfast. We all have our own unique associations. Think about breakfast for a moment. Do you see your breakfast? Do you have a feeling? Taste? Any sounds? And then your mind may wander into other thoughts or maybe it doesn’t. Everyone is unique and this will be key for the memory hacks and using them for yourself. Our memories are not linear. There are vast connections and neural networks that form our memories. A memory will pop into our minds if there is a cue or trigger. It’s like when you can’t remember the name of someone. You know you know it and going through the alphabet can often help. If you think about where you know the person, where you met them, this can also help trigger who they are.

Memory palaces

One method used by memory masters is the method of loci or memory palaces.
 2
 They create an image about the thing they want to remember and then place that image in a location. It can be a location along a path or in a room where the image interacts with the location. So, for example, you could take your bedroom. If you shut your eyes and imagined your bedroom right now, would you have a clear image in your mind? One that requires little mental effort because your bedroom is very familiar to you. You can see the layout of the furniture, some items in your room? If your bedroom isn’t familiar, select a room you know well. Let’s look at an example using this method.


“What do you connect to without lots of mental effort?”



Let’s say you want to remember the elements of the periodic table, starting with hydrogen. What do you first think of when you think of hydrogen? For me, it’s a hydrogen balloon. So, I take a huge red hydrogen balloon and tie it to my bedside drawer. In my image, 
 I’ve exaggerated the size of the balloon and the red colour is strong and vivid. Then I can see the drawer lift up. It need not be scientific! Starting with my bedside drawer, I can see the huge red hydrogen balloon and it is easy for me to remember hydrogen. You can do this for any concept, word, idea that you must remember. Think about the association for you, what does your brain connect that concept, word, idea to? What do you connect to without lots of mental effort? The first thing is usually a good option. Then create an image. It might just be the word if that is what you can see, or it might be an actual picture. Go with what works for you. If you can make it funny, rude, add sounds then do that, as that will help your memory. Have fun with this learning. I can then move around the bedroom to another location for the next association. For me, it’s the wardrobe and I can use that for the second element of the periodic table, Helium.

Research shows that interactive imagery is a strategy that can boost learning. Students’ confidence was higher when images came to mind quickly.
 3
 Just go with the first thing you think of. Trust yourself with the process and have fun.

London taxi drivers must memorize the locations and traffic patterns of 25,000 streets, 320 routes and the locations of 20,000 landmarks and points of interest. They then take an examination called “The Knowledge”. There is evidence of a change in the brains of these taxi drivers. The right posterior hippocampus, where special navigation takes place was 7% larger.
 4
 Our brains are plastic; it’s called neuroplasticity. Our brains can change, readapt and reorganise by the very nature of our thinking and learning.

Mnemonics


“The focus is to understand and apply your knowledge”



Mnemonics are a good way to remember a list of facts. A mnemonic is a phrase, rhyme or sentence where the first letter of each word is the trigger. These letters match the first letter of the key term, word or fact that you want to remember. I remember learning “My very educated mother just showed us nine planets
 ” – Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Neptune, Pluto (although Pluto is now not classified as a planet). You won’t need to memorise many lists in your studies. At university, the focus is to understand and apply your knowledge. However, sometimes, you do just need to recall key terms or key facts. I know my successful students have used mnemonics to memorise drug classes. They created a powerful and funny mnemonic to help their brains recall these key terms. Then they used recapping, testing and elaboration to explain how the drugs worked. Or to recall the muscles of the body, the mnemonics helped to trigger their memory and they got the order right too! Be rude, make it funny because you will remember the mnemonic with ease, and it might make you smile too.




	How to use memory hacks
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 STEP 1 Identify what you need to recall


Awareness is the first step in learning. You must be clear on what exactly you need to recall. Not everything will be memorised. So, use these hacks for the things you must remember and recall 
 with accuracy.
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 STEP 2 Create a mnemonic


If you have a list of key words or facts to be remembered in order, then use a mnemonic. Take the first letter of each word in your list and make up a phrase. Make it funny too!
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 STEP 3 Association


If you have a concept, idea, or piece of information to be remembered, then use image association. Work out how your brain associates with the concept or information. Go with the first thing that comes to mind no matter how bizarre. This is how your brain is thinking without any effort.
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 STEP 4 Create an image


From Step 3, think of an image that represents the association. It might be a word or a picture. Use your powerful imagination to make this image memorable. How could you change it to make it stand out in your mind? Perhaps the image has sounds, movement, colours, fun or humour? You can also place the image at a certain location such as on a journey or in a room.

[image: ]
 STEP 5 Recap


To beat the forgetting curve, test yourself by recapping on your 
 memory hack. Use the hack in your recapping study phase. This will reinforce it and make it stick! You should find the memory hack to be fun.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Remembering and recalling information will not be the main focus of your studying at university. Trying to memorise lecture notes and exam answers will not work well. There are some things you need to know and be able to recall so it’s important you can differentiate between both. I went through what lecturers are looking for in chapter 7. Memory hacks are a way of helping you to remember key facts and data. They will complement your other effective study strategies: recapping, testing yourself, producing your own notes, answers, etc. Have fun with memory hacks!
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Four reading strategies

Why have I included a chapter on reading? You can, of course, read by the time you make it to university. However, I know students struggle with reading certain academic texts such as journal articles. These can read very academic and technical. Lecturers recommend textbooks as essential reading. Many students use videos and sometimes prefer these to textbooks. What should you read for an assignment? What if there are no YouTube videos on the topic because it is more specialised? This chapter is all about reading a piece of academic text. There are four strategies included as your purpose for reading will be very different. I will guide you through these four different approaches to reading so you get the most from your efforts and avoid wasting any time.

Four different reading strategies


“Academic reading can be slower, you don’t always finish it quickly”



Problem-solving and critical thinking are 
 important skills that you will develop. They will serve you way beyond university. Some of you may continue your careers in research. Regardless of what fabulous things you end up doing after university, you will need to research and make sense of new information. One of the challenges students face is getting through all the reading. They aim to finish it as quickly as possible and get it out of the way. With journal articles or chapters of a textbook, your end game is about understanding what you are reading. Academic reading can be slower, you don’t always finish it quickly. You must look up words or terms that you don’t understand. You have to go to other sources to make sense of a topic. The speed-comprehension trade-off is a frustration and your progress can feel slow. You might be reading to filter through a large number of reference options and select suitable ones for an assignment. This is a totally different reading task. The reading approach required is defined by your goal.

There are four key areas where you are required to read:


To read and learn
 – you are required to learn important facts and knowledge


To read and understand
 – you are expected to have a deeper knowledge on a topic


To read for an assignment
 – you need information to complete an assignment


To read and select suitable sources
 – you are selecting sources of information as evidence

All four reading strategies require you to filter down a lot of 
 information into useful chunks. How you will use these chunks of information will be different. Ultimately you are like a detective, reading to find answers.

To read and learn/understand

You will use recommended textbooks to study and make your own notes. Academic textbooks will be available to you as eBooks or as hard copies. Sometimes eBooks are not available, and you will need to use the textbooks. The library of your university will have copies and you can find out about borrowing books.


“The first thing to do is simply read through it”



If you are stuck on making sense of a topic, then you will want to read a section of the book. With a textbook where you have the book in your hands, look up the word in the index at the back of the book. Then go to the page of the book to find that section. I usually look at the layout, the headings, the diagrams and then jump into the bit that I need. With an eBook, the search function is very easy to use. That will throw up where the word or phrase is found throughout the eBook and you can search through those. So regardless if you are using an eBook or a textbook, the first thing to do is simply read through it. Then go through the section again. This time, generate questions about the important points, for example, what is blah? Why is blah important? What does blah mean?
 Generating such questions will force you to think more about what you are reading. It will feel harder to begin with, but it will pay off. You can capture the questions and some key points in your notes. Also, use the powerful strategy in Chapter 9, where you elaborate on points: Why is this true? What parts are new to me? How does this relate to my own 
 experiences?


You can test yourself on all these questions when recapping.

Writing a summary of the chapter or section would be ideal. If you know a section is important, then do a summary. In reality, you probably don’t have time to write summaries for everything that you read. Ask yourself the key points, recap and go through the questions you have generated. This will be great for your studying. Most chapters in academic textbooks have end of chapter questions. They often provide online resources and quizzes that you can use. These are also useful resources to test yourself. You can use these to further support your studying.

To read for an assignment/ select suitable sources

One of the challenges students face is using journal articles for assignments or other project work. Using textbooks as sources is easier because you can search the textbook and find relevant information.

The typical structure of a journal article is ABSTRACT, INTRODUCTION, METHODS, RESULTS, DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
 . This will hold true for scientific or related disciplines. Some disciplines in the Humanities field (e.g. philosophy, history) may be presented with an abstract followed by a more detailed discourse which will be an academic essay.

Abstract

The abstract will summarise the key focus of the article. It includes an outline of the rationale for the research. It also 
 mentions the methods used and the key results obtained.

Introduction

The introduction or intro will give enough information to understand the article. There will be broad information on what is known about the topic. Then more specific information on what is not known. The focus of the article and what questions the authors wish to answer will be stated. The introduction will explain why this research was done.

Methods

The methods will go through the experiments that were done to answer the question(s) stated in the introduction. Methods can be very technical. The level of detail is not always something that you will need unless you are a researcher and wish to repeat similar experiments.

Results

Results are stated as statements about what was found. The results will include data and visuals (figures and tables).

Discussion and Conclusion

The discussion compares the results to other research findings. The research question(s) from the introduction are answered and discussed. The discussion will explain how the results contribute new information to the wider research knowledge.

If you are reading journal articles to select suitable sources, then 
 the title of the journal article will be your first scan. After that, look at the authors and where they work. Is it a university or institute? What are their credentials (Professor, Associate Professor, Director, etc.)? Is the journal a reputable source? To find this out, I recommend you simply Google the journal. You should find a website that gives information about the journal. There will be a homepage that shows the publisher, the aims and scope of the journal and the editorial board. If the journal is a bit obscure, then you can’t be certain that the article has been through all the essential quality checks. After doing all this, you can make a good judgement call whether you can trust the source. You have confirmed that it’s not a blog or online report. Although look at the author because if they are a leader in the sector then their blog/report might be useful. Another thing to examine is whether the research is funded by a company who would have an interest in the topic? The potential problem here is that any results that are not positive may remain unpublished.

Checking all this doesn’t mean that the information is completely trustworthy. Mistakes happen in published articles. Sometimes the quality of the research can vary. Your focus is to work out if the articles and information are relevant to your assignment or project.


“To read a research article, you won’t just read it from start to finish”



When you are ready to read a research article, you won’t just read it from start to finish. I am going to share how academics and researchers read journal articles. As per Table X, the typical structure of a journal article is ABSTRACT, INTRODUCTION, METHODS, RESULTS, DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION. Any research article will need to answer the following questions.


	

Why they did the research
 (purpose stated in abstract)?






	

How they did it
 (methodology)?






	

What they found
 
 (results)?






	

What it means
 (conclusion)?





The visuals (usually called figures) in the paper will also give a bit more detail on what type of research is contained in the article. You don’t need to understand the figures just by looking at them. You might be surprised just how much you get a sense of the research article by reading the abstract, identifying the four bits of information mentioned above and looking through the visuals.


“Skim through the article and use the headings”



The first thing to read is the abstract. This will summarise the key focus of the article and should help you answer your assignment question or project work. Use the abstract to decide if the article is relevant to you, but don’t consider the abstract a true summary. Instead of reading the article from beginning to end there’s a structure in how you can read the article. After the abstract, I would then read the conclusion. This helps you to understand what the article is claiming. The introduction is next and will help give background to the topic. It can be a useful source of relevant references and you can add any new references to your own search. The method will give you lots of detail on the study and how it was carried out. You probably won’t need this level of detail for an assignment. Reading the abstract and conclusion will help you to determine if you need to keep it or bin it. Some articles may have a slightly different structure. Skim through the article and use the headings. This will help you to find essential information for your assignment. When you first look at a journal article, reading it all the way through in detail from beginning to end is a waste of your time!




	How to use the reading strategies?
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 STEP 1 What’s the purpose of your reading?


If your purpose is to read and learn or to read and understand then you will mainly use textbooks. If it’s to read for an assignment or to select suitable sources, then you are most likely using journal articles. This is a general rule of thumb and there will be exceptions.

For journal articles, the question to ask yourself is “what do you need the article for
 ”? Is it a reference source for an assignment? Are you needing key methods, theories for a dissertation or proposal? How much attention you give reading the article will vary depending on the purpose. Be clear on what you need before diving into the reading.
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 STEP 2 Get an overview


Skim the section in the textbook or research article first. This will help you to identify the important features.

For a textbook: Scan the first and last paragraphs of each section. Usually they will have headings, and this will give you an idea of how relevant the sections are for what you need.

For a journal article: Read the abstract first. It will summarise the article so you should be able to decide if the article is going 
 to be of use for your purpose. The conclusion will help you understand the article and main findings. The introduction will give some background and the focus of the article.


Before reading a journal article

Who are the authors? Credentials?

What is the journal?

Does the title make sense, do you understand all the terminology in the title?

What do you already understand about this topic? (this will help you to get more from the article and help you in planning your coursework)
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 STEP 3 Work out the main points


What are the main points of the article or book section? You will need to put these in your own words? Keep asking yourself, what is the main point here? This is finding your P in PEE (Chapter 7). Go back and forth in the article/section to work these out. You probably won’t get them all from just one read. Add the main points to your notes. If you are doing an assignment, then go back to your assignment and check the details. It will help keep you on track.


During and after reading a journal article

What specific problem does this article address?

Why is this research important?


What are the main findings? You want to summarise these in 2-3 sentences
 .






	Mistakes to avoid
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Don’t treat your academic reading as you would a novel or a story. This isn’t about reading from beginning to end without any questions, critique or analysis. Academic reading is more back and forth. Depending on your task, you will use slightly different approaches to reading. The reading approach required is defined by your goal. Don’t assume that reading something once means you have learned it or will have the answers you are looking for.

You will want to prioritise what you are reading about. If it’s to help your learning because you need clarity, then you will choose what to read. If it’s been recommended by your lecturer, then you will have clarity on what to read. If it’s for an assignment, you have a filter from your assignment criteria on what to read. You don’t need to read research articles on every lecture topic.

A third-year student was struggling with time and his reading. He explained that he was reading loads on every lecture topic and was running out of time to do any coursework or essential work. For each lecture, he found multiple research articles and within each journal article there were many more articles cited. It felt like diving into a rabbit burrow and getting lost very quickly. He felt totally overwhelmed and it’s not a surprise. Reading around a topic doesn’t mean reading around every topic.
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Distractions, distractions everywhere

Did you know that the typical 18-year-old sends or receives an average of 109 messages per day?
 1
 Data in the UK shows that one fifth of 18-24-year olds spend more than 7 hours per day online.
 2
 WhatsApp users average a massive 74 sessions on the app per day with each session lasting around 25 seconds. Smartphones are checked on average once every 12 minutes. We live in a distracting world and this chapter is not about ditching your phone. It’s important to understand your study distractions and decide if they are causing you any problems. Is it possible to manage distractions without feeling like there’s no happiness?

Distractions are part of life

It’s part of our world, smart phones, notifications, updates, 
 likes . . . so many ways to grab our attention. You probably know someone who just seems to be living on their phone and has FOMO (fear of missing out) if they cannot check it. Did you know there’s a name for the fear of not having your phone? It’s nomophobia. That’s for real!


“Like so many things in life, it’s about balance”



There’s a reason some of us just must keep checking our phones. In our brains, the dopamine-driven feedback loops cause us to literally become addicted. Dopamine is a neurotransmitter and apps with their notifications give us a dopamine hit. This taps into our reward system so that we develop the habit of checking our phones and keep checking them again and again. I’ve also read recently that Instagram holds back releasing the likes on your posts so you get a burst of more likes together which will reinforce this in your mind. Like so many things in life, it’s about balance. Smart phones and apps have many benefits. It’s your own mobile computer to look up anything, to Google, to connect with other students, arrange meetings, check your timetable, shop online, set reminders and find places. Having your phone when you are studying is not a no, but is it causing you too much of a distraction?

Does using a mobile phone during lectures make any difference? Well the research shows that indeed it does. One study showed that students not using their mobiles wrote down 62% more information in their notes, could remember more and scored an entire grade and a half more on a test compared to those students who were active on their phones during the lecture.
 3
 Interestingly, if the messages are related to the lecture then the effect on learning is not all negative. Other research shows that receiving a notification can significantly disrupt performance on a task.
 4
 This isn’t a surprise because attention split between the tasks and getting a notification can create mind wandering.


“If you play in your worktime, you will end up having to work in your playtime”



I remember meeting a student who told 
 me they had just spent 5 hours studying. “Wow
 ” I replied, “that’s a lot of hours
 ”. “Did you study for five focused hours or were you in the library for 5 hours but on your phone, chatting, getting distracted
 ”? She smiled and looked at her shoes. It’s not the number of hours that matters, but the quality of your study and studying effectively that matters. If you play in your worktime, you will end up having to work in your playtime. This is where you end up feeling like it’s all work. When you are not studying, you worry about what you need to do so you don’t enjoy your leisure time either.


“The good news is that you get to choose what you do more of”



One of the successful students reported that they switched off their phone around exams because it just got too crazy and too distracting. Are you getting too distracted when you study? If you feel there’s never enough time, this might give you some of it back. What do you have to let go of to get back more time for studying? Other distractions include binge-watching boxsets. It’s the cliff hanger, needing to see what happens next, just one more episode. All these things, social media, boxsets have been designed purposefully to draw us in. Social media wants you to spend as much time on their platforms, to view more, scroll more and it works. The good news is that you get to choose what you do more of. It’s being honest with yourself about your distractions.

The successful students will choose how to manage their phones and distractions, switch it off, put it away or only check it during study breaks. Our brains choose the easier option so if your phone is in another place that requires effort to have it, you might feel less inclined to be distracted. It’s saying to yourself, “can I be bothered to get up and go to another room just to get my phone
 ”?


“Multitasking is not helpful when you need to do something”



We know that switching attention repeatedly whilst studying makes learning less effective.
 5
 Having a TV on in the background reduces the quality of learning.
 6
 With background music, it is a little more complex. Some research shows instrumental music with no vocals is not distracting compared to music with vocals.
 7
 For some personalities that are less outgoing (introverts), they are more negatively affected by background music compared to more sociable people (extroverts).
 8
 I am reluctant to suggest a definite rule about music and studying because the research is not straightforward. The key message here is that multitasking is not helpful when you need to do something. It’s about keeping up and maintaining attention in a distractive, busy world. How do you plan and prioritise when there is so much information and things grabbing your attention?




	How to manage distractions?
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 STEP 1 Monitor your distractions


Take a day, perhaps tomorrow and at the end of the day look back at your day, think about your study time and be honest how much of it was focused? What happened? Where are your distractions? Identifying distractions is the first step in working out what you can do. Take top tips from other students, switch off your phone, put it away. If you keep doing what you’ve 
 always done, you’ll keep getting what you’ve always got.

Simple things such as disabling your notifications for social media apps will reduce your phone’s ability to grab and hold your attention. Try a time tracker app (such as RescueTime) to see what is stealing your time or use a productivity app (such as Forest).
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 STEP 2 Choose your task


Decide what it is that you are going to work on for 25 minutes. It can be something big that you want to start planning or something small. Set your task.
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 STEP 3 Set a timer for 25 minutes


This Pomodoro technique is a real focus booster which has been used as a time management strategy to be productive. Work on your task until the timer buzzes after 25 minutes is up.
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 STEP 4 Take a short 5 minutes break


This has to be just a short break. Grab a cup of tea or coffee, stretch, get up and move. Repeat steps 3 and 4 again and after 4 rounds, give yourself a longer break.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Don’t waste valuable study time. Study when you have study time using focused effort and proper concentration. When you are having breaks or doing other things you can enjoy them. Otherwise you are thinking about what you should have done, need to do, haven’t done during your leisure time. When you are supposed to be studying you are not really doing that either. So, you don’t have proper boundaries when you work and when you play. This pseudo-work makes you feel like you don’t have any free time when in reality you could. Remember, if you play in your worktime, you will end up having to work in your playtime.
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Sticking with it


“Being motivated is so important especially when the going gets tough”



The one word that appears most frequently in response to “what is your biggest challenge with studying
 ”? – Procrastination. This procrastination results in putting things off and trying to stay or be more motivated. A student came to see me after he had just handed in an assignment. He had spent all night getting it finished, and it showed in his face! Why was he leaving everything to the last minute? He made promises to himself that it was time to change. He would do better; he made changes for a bit, but then the old ways returned. He found himself back to his old ways and habits again. This pattern had become his normal and he was getting very stressed. He admitted to me, “I know I am not doing my best work this way
 ”. It’s like someone who starts a diet on a Monday and maybe they stick to it for a week or two. Then something happens and they slip back and then they feel guilty. Or they find a good reason to allow themselves to step off the plan and before they know it, the old routine is back. There are times during the academic year where it gets difficult. Motivation and procrastination are challenges for all students. 
 Top students face challenges too. This chapter will look at procrastination and how to stay motivated. Being motivated is so important especially when the going gets tough.

Motivation


“We are motivated towards things, and we are motivated away from things”



What is it that keeps us motivated? What gets us out of bed in the morning, especially on those days when it’s the last thing we feel like doing? We are motivated by what is important to us. We are motivated towards things, and we are motivated away from things. If we perceive a negative consequence, e.g., missing a coursework deadline and receiving a grade penalty, then we are likely to take action and avoid that outcome. We are also motivated toward things that please us and make us happy, which is towards motivation. This goal-oriented motivation gives us a direction and target to aim towards.

I asked my student, who was leaving everything to the last minute, what he wanted? He said, “To not fail and to not leave things until the last minute
 ”. Is that towards a goal, or is it avoidance of pain?

The answer: it’s away from motivation to avoid pain. He acted away from negative results that would bring pain, such as failure or last-minute panic. We discussed his study approach in more detail. He would plan with this work and schedule time to do it. Then he would slip back into his previous habits again and stop planning and procrastinate. There was a pattern and a repeating cycle of behaviour where he would move towards organised study and then slip back into last-minute panic and 
 procrastination.

A key lesson for him was to state what he wanted in a positive sense. So instead of saying “to not fail and to not leave things until the last minute
 ”, he would say “to schedule my study and stick to my plan
 ”.

The problem with saying what you don’t want is this. Don’t think of a pink elephant! What are you thinking of now? Let me guess, a pink elephant! You must think of it and then not think of it. But the pink elephant is there. It’s the same with a thought or goal you don’t want. Your brain gets a picture of what you don’t want. The paradox is that you are pushed towards the thing you don’t want! Focus on what you want, not on what you don’t want. So simple and yet so powerful!

Staying motivated and improving your performance

Staying motivated is a challenge everyone faces. There are days when it’s difficult. There are days when things aren’t going to plan. We have those surprises in life that we call problems! Life will bring ups and downs. It’s not about fighting that. It’s what you can do to help yourself stay motivated when faced with those ups and downs. If you think it’s easier for others because to you it looks that way, that’s so not true. Just because you cannot see what others are battling, that doesn’t mean they don’t have their problems too.


“What’s your big why?”



One of the first steps in connecting to your motivation is knowing your WHY? Why are you doing this degree? Why this subject area? What’s your big why? It could be to achieve your 
 potential and have a fulfilling career. It could be that you want to help others and make a difference in the world. You will know your why. When you have tough days or you feel that it sucks, go back to your why. Think about your why and connect what you are doing today to it. Sometimes we have to remind ourselves of the bigger picture and purpose so that we keep going towards our goal.


“Your goal should not be years away”



Your overall goal with your studies is best thought about as smaller goals. If your goal is to achieve a first-class degree, break down this goal into this academic year, the specific modules you are taking this year and then set yourself goals for the specific assignments you have to complete. Your goal should not be years away. Students who felt their exam was further away were less motivated and performed more poorly.
 1
 However, students who felt close to an upcoming test or goal were more motivated to prepare and perform well.

An incredibly powerful strategy to use is visualisation. One of the most famous visualisation experiments cited is where 100 college students were asked to do basketball throws. One group practiced for 20 minutes per day for 5 days. A second group did nothing. A third group visualised shooting the basketball only they did not practice for real, it was all in their minds. The results were really interesting: Group 1 improved 24%, group 2 no improvement (not a surprise they did nothing) and group 3 improved by 23% even though all their practice was in their mind.
 2
 This is an example from sport, so what about learning and studying? An assignment was given to 100 college first-year students, a week out from the midterm exam. They asked a group to visualise the steps needed to study well. They asked a second group to visualise getting a good grade or what we might call the goal.

Group 1 visualised the process to getting a good grade.

Group 2 visualised the outcome and the feeling of getting a good grade.

Group 1 outperformed Group 2 by 8%.
 3
 This is impressive!


“Visualise yourself doing the things that will get you that goal”



Yes, you need a goal (for example, getting a good grade) that is motivating (towards). You also want to visualise yourself doing the things that will get you that goal. I have really emphasised here that you see yourself in the visualisation. It’s as if you are watching a movie where you are watching yourself in the movie. This boosts motivation, and your brain perceives the goal as important. If instead, you are looking around through your own eyes, your brain thinks you’ve already achieved the goal and your motivation is less.
 4
 This little simple mind strategy is like a turbo boost for your motivation.




	How to stay super motivated
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 STEP 1 Decide on your goal


What is it that you want to achieve, and why? What will it get for you or allow you to do? Identify your WHY?

You might have an overall goal in relation to your degree or qualification. Think about breaking that big goal down into smaller goals that will get you to the big goal. Your goal for 
 example, might be to achieve a first-class degree. You are in first year, so let’s consider your goal for this year or for the specific modules that you have this year. Then break it down into the assignments that you have each term.
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 STEP 2 Visualise yourself studying


See yourself studying in such a way that would lead you to obtain a high grade on an assignment. It’s important that you can see yourself like you are looking at yourself in a movie and you can see yourself in the picture. Imagine what you would be doing, what study strategies would you be using? How much time in a day are you studying? How much recapping?

Keep the goal clearly in mind throughout.
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 STEP 3 REPEAT the visualisation


You want to go through the process of seeing yourself taking the action and steps needed. This part of seeing yourself doing the study strategies is powerful. You do need to reinforce this by repeating the visualisation. To begin with, I would suggest that you do it every day. It doesn’t take long (less than 10 minutes) and you want to install the process, so it becomes automatic. Keep doing the visualisation each day for 21 days. Top up your motivation by imagining yourself studying well and achieving your goal.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Your attention is drawn towards what you focus on. So be aware that if you are thinking about not failing, not making a mess of it all, not getting the grade you want, then you could end up blocking your goals. You want to state your goal in positive terms, state what you want not what you don’t want.
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Literature searches and references

After receiving the assignment information, you put the date in your calendar and set your own deadline (like top students). Then you start reading through the assignment information. You also listen to any further advice from your lecturer. The next part is breaking it all down and getting it done. “How many references do I need? What are the best quality references to use
 ”? are queries I am frequently asked. References are the part of assignments where I, as the assessor have to mark work down. The format is wrong, the citations are inconsistent, and the poor quality of the references are the most common reasons for this. You will need to research and look up information at some level. It’s likely that you will include references in your coursework submissions. I have covered what sources are good quality to use and how to read a research article (see chapter 12). This chapter will focus on finding those academic references for your assignments.

Where to start

When it comes to finding suitable references and sources of information, your assigned reading lists are a good place to start. This list is going to be very useful as a source of relevant information. It will provide you with further details to expand your lecture notes. Or give you an explanation on a topic that might unlock what you want to understand better. So, I recommend that you start with your reading lists. So, now to the internet. Is Google good or bad for finding suitable references? I would say good, especially to do your initial searches. Most times you can get an answer to a question through a Google search. It will help bring you some clarity, but I have a word of warning. The first hit after the paid advertisements is usually Wikipedia. I use Wikipedia too. It’s useful, especially for those quick searches where you just want a clearer idea of something. WARNING
 : DON’T CITE WIKIPEDIA
 as your academic reference source. A straight Google search is not ideal for academic references that you need to cite in an assignment. You will need to use databases (such as Scopus, PubMed, JSTOR, MUSE, Web of Science, etc.) Your library resources will let you know what databases are available within your university. Google scholar is also useful in finding acceptable academic references.

You will always be looking up information. For your own study and understanding, you will probably use textbooks and YouTube, although look at the creator and decide if they have credentials that you trust. You might find some styles of presenters suit you better than others. But for your coursework assignments, you are expected to use specific references. There will be marks allocated to correct referencing. The rest of this chapter will focus on finding literature references that you need for assignments.

How to search for references


“The assignment criteria will outline the required standard”



With searches, start by choosing keywords that you are going to type into the search box. Now you might be asking, which keywords do I use? The first place to help you is your assignment and the assignment criteria. This outlines the standard against which your work will be marked. You should have both the assignment information and the assignment criteria available to you and your lecturer may even discuss the assignment during a briefing session. The assignment criteria will outline the required standard. These are outstanding, excellent, good, satisfactory and does not meet the minimum standard required. I go through an example of an assignment criteria in Chapter 16. You will see marks for references using suitable sources and correctly citing them. Getting this wrong, which is such a common error is throwing away good marks.

Here are examples of the standards for referencing:



Excellent
 : All sources appropriately referenced according to the correct system. Broad bibliography
 .


Good referencing
 : All sources appropriately referenced according to the correct system. Limited bibliography
 .


Does not pass on referencing
 : No/inadequate referencing. Incorrect system used
 .



A Bibliography is a list of reference sources. It’s the quality of the references and the correct system used to cite the references that we are looking for. The way you cite a reference is 
 important. There are different ways to do this. It will depend on the guidelines and approved format for your programme of study. You will want to ensure that the format you use is correct. There is no one correct way, so you do really need to check the approved format for your programme of study. If you can’t find it then do ask your lecturer or tutor. For example, one of the biggest mistakes I see marking work is inconsistent referencing formats. Each reference presented is slightly different. They don’t match the guidelines correctly and any internet sources used do not show the date when accessed.


Example of referencing a textbook:

Brown, S. & Race, P. (2002). Lecturing: A Practical Guide
 , London: Kogan



The authors are listed by surname, the year of the publication is in brackets. The title of the book and the publisher is then given. This is an example and you should check the referencing style approved for your programme of study
 .

When it comes to referencing a webpage, then the date when the webpage was updated is the date of publication. If this is not obvious on the page, click on view and page source to check when it was last modified. If no publication date is given, then write ‘n.d.’ for no date.


Felman, A. (2018). What is nicotine dependence
 . Retrieved April 12, 2020 from https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/181299




Again, I must stress that you should check the referencing style approved for your programme of study
 . It could be different to my examples here.

When searching keywords, you might have more than one keyword. Consider your question, assignment or topic closely for all relevant keywords. I look at (e.g. in Google Scholar) the number of citations (a citation is where the reference has been quoted) against each reference listed in the search results. This can lead you to a key reference that has been cited many times. You might then find other references within that reference. Or you can search other references from that author, especially if the topic is what you need.

Let’s say you need to write an essay on the side effects of nicotine. You can search for nicotine, but actually, you want more information related to the side effects of nicotine. If you have two keywords that must appear in your search, say “nicotine” AND “side effects”, then you can join the words or phrases using AND in between. This will narrow your search results.

After you have gathered your references, you want to file them away. Using a folder rather than in your documents is a good idea. When you come to use them for writing your assignment, you can find them again easily. Sounds obvious I know but remember chapter 1.


“You will want a supporting reference for each main point”



One of the most common questions I am asked is how many references is enough? It depends. There is no magic number, but lecturers will view your references. They don’t want to see all weblinks. These may be magazine type articles that are not peer-reviewed like a journal article. They certainly don’t want to see Wikipedia. Remember the structure of your assignment. You will want a supporting reference for each main point. Using PEE: Point, Evaluate, Evidence. Your reference is the evidence. It doesn’t necessarily mean a different reference for each key point. You might use the same reference more than 
 once. You may not have all your references when you start writing your assignment. When you get going and start putting your answer together, you could very well realise that you need some additional references. Then you can go and search for them. But getting some key references, to begin with, is a good start. The quality of your searching will show in your references.




	How to do literature searches and gather your references
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 STEP 1 Determine your keywords


Have a look at your assignment, coursework or lecture notes. You then want to select some keywords. Avoid long sentences. The keywords are your assignment focus, the topic itself, or a concept. Then use these keywords in your literature search. You will use an academic database such as Google Scholar, Scopus, PubMed for this.
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 STEP 2 Filter references


Look at your search results using an academic database. This will help you to select acceptable academic references. If you just use Google, you will get a huge number of results, but many will not be academic sources. If you want a quick Google for your own understanding, ok, but for any assignment, you need academic references.

I covered how to scan research articles so you can filter them in Chapter 12. Keep the references that are most useful for your assignment.
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 STEP 3 File your references


Organise and file your references so that you can easily find them, and you know what you want to use them for. Use folders with clear titles. Save the files with a name that makes sense to you as usually the file name itself is a code that will mean nothing to you. I know students who have saved files by the automatic file name code. They then waste so much time opening each file to find the one they need.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Don’t use Wikipedia as an academic source and don’t cite it in your academic coursework. Avoid using Google to search for academic references. It will give you many results that are not appropriate to use as academic references. This will lose you valuable marks. I remember marking a solid piece of academic work, but I had to remove marks from the overall grade because of errors with the references. What a shame! Don’t just cite your references in your assignment submissions randomly. There will be a specific way that you need to reference, and guidelines will exist. Check the format of your references. Find out the guidelines and do refer to these. One last thing – Double-check your references before you submit your work. Sometimes 
 students double check their work but not the references.
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Writing top essays

Academic writing will form part of your studies. I am going to use the term “essay” in this chapter. But you can replace “essay” with report or written answer. I am keeping the terminology simple. Essays or extended answers are typical coursework submissions. You might have other specific coursework such as reports. At the end of the day, they all involve writing in an academic style. Some disciplines will have lots of essays, others less. A dissertation usually done in the final year is a relatively big submission. You can consider this a very long essay.

“I don’t know where to start with this writin
 g” Amy sighed. “I keep doing other things because I feel stuck and the thought of it is too much
 ”. Amy knew the assignment; the criteria was available and yet she found academic writing a challenge. There are certain aspects of writing where students go wrong. In this chapter, I will go through writing top essays and what lecturers are looking for.

What’s in an essay?


“Your effort is needed, but it doesn’t get marked”



Essays will have a title, a focus and there will be a grading or marking criteria associated with the essay. Your university might call it something else, but you can always ask to see it if it’s not obvious to find. Remember, you are graded and awarded a mark against these criteria. Your effort is needed, but it doesn’t get marked. It doesn’t matter if you spent an entire month crafting and polishing the perfect essay. If it doesn’t address the criteria and meet the standard, it won’t get a top grade.
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Figure 7
 An example of an essay criteria

The criteria example in Figure 7 is quite detailed, but it’s likely this is what you will be presented with too. Marks are awarded aligned to different sections, for example, 40% of the essay marks in Figure 7 are for information content and 10% are for structure. Most criteria presented in study skills show how to achieve an excellent grade. I believe you also need to understand the difference between excellent, good/satisfactory and below pass level.

The criteria are usually broken into different sections: information content, critical analysis, structure/presentation and referencing. Let’s have a closer look at each of these to highlight some key takeaways that you can use in your own essay writing.


Information content
 – This is the information and content of the written work. Not a surprise, in this example, almost half the marks are for the information content. Do check the weightings in your criteria. If you have excellent facts and topics in your essay, but the structure is poor and the references are not cited correctly, then you will throw away good marks. The important thing here is to answer the title of the essay or answer the question given. Students who don’t do well in this section don’t fully cover the topic or don’t answer all the question. Some aspects are missing or lack detail.


“They don’t evaluate or analyse the facts and don’t provide evidence”




Critical Analysis
 – This is what you will meet, particularly in the later years of a degree programme. If your written work mentions critically evaluate or critically discuss then, you must highlight relative strengths and weaknesses or advantages and limitations or what students might simplify as positives and negatives. You also need to support your points with evidence. Most students who don’t do well in this section describe the 
 topic and report the facts. But they don’t evaluate or analyse the facts and don’t provide evidence.


Structure/Presentation
 – If your work flows logically to someone reading it (i.e. the assessor), then it will be easier to read and follow. This section also includes spelling and grammatical errors. In Microsoft word, use the spelling and grammar check tool.

Structure of an essay

An essay will have an introduction, followed by paragraphs that link and flow coherently. A typical structure to an essay is shown in Figure 8.
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Figure 8
 Typical structure of an essay


Referencing
 
 – this should be a guaranteed top marks section. But for some students, it can be the section that drags the final grade lower. The usual reason for this is having too few references. Remember for each key point you want to support with a reference as evidence. As detailed in Chapter 15, you should also show a good range of references. Don’t just use all internet sources, include journals articles (if appropriate to your topic) and any reference textbooks (if appropriate to your topic). The other biggest mistake is not using the correct reference format. Check the assignment information.

Rules of essay writing

Analyse the question or essay title carefully. Check and check again to make sure you answer what is asked.

Use academic English and not text language. Check out http://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk
 for useful ideas about how to phrase in an academic style. I just love this website. It’s such a great resource.


“Listen to what your lecturers say about the style, format and guidelines”



Writing your opinion is not enough. Use evidence to back up what you are saying in your main point. Select the evidence relevant to the topic. It’s usually what someone else has proven or said (journal article, textbook). Use correct references that are good academic sources. Listen to what your lecturers say about the style, format and guidelines. This will give you a better idea of what they want. They might require a coversheet or other specific requirements.




	How to write great essays
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 STEP 1 Create your map


Sometimes knowing where to start can be the hardest bit. Go through what information you have. Read the assignment brief carefully. Listen to the details from your lecturer and then draft a rough plan. This is your map to keep you on the right track. We are back to the priming effect again. By starting to think about your plan and mapping it out, you create new ideas. You may even get some inspiration. Remember, this is the initial step to capture every idea you have. You are not editing yet. So, let your thoughts flow. You will refine your ideas, delete some things, add new things after this.
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 STEP 2 Structure headings


With all your ideas, you now want to create a structure so that the essay flows. Set the scene and introduce the topic. Then follow the structure with more details on the essay topic. Continue this moving from paragraph to paragraph.

Using headings gives your work more structure and helps you in the writing phase. You can remove the headings in the final essay, especially if your guidelines are strict. Headings help you to move from key point to key point in each paragraph. Let’s take an essay on nicotine and side effects. The headings might be: Background, Use of nicotine in society, Nicotine and addiction, 
 Side effects, Smoking cessation, Conclusion, References
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 STEP 3 Write your first draft


Then get writing, write the first draft. It’s not the final polished draft, but getting started can be the hardest part. Use PEE: Point, Evaluate, Evidence for each paragraph. Take each heading and work out your key point. Evaluate this key point and provide evidence. This could be a reference. Conclude the paragraph. That’s your paragraph written. If you are struggling with getting writing, set a timer for 5 or 10 minutes and just write with no editing. Give yourself permission to write and later you can spend time on each improved iteration.
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 STEP 4 Editing and final version


Once you have written your first draft, leave it for a couple of days if possible. Come back to your essay, read it, edit, and ask yourself questions:


	
Is your argument clear to follow?






	
Have you organised your paragraphs into a good structure? Have you included examples and evidence?






	
Are your references complete?





Leave it, edit and proofread for spelling and grammar. A useful tip is to read your work out loud. Mistakes or sentences you can improve will be easier to identify.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Depending on the topic, don’t overuse quotations as evidence. This is not good academic writing. You can use a quotation if it’s important, but don’t use them in every paragraph. Use the spell and grammar check to make sure you are not submitting your work with errors.

Give yourself permission to start writing without it being perfect. At this stage done is better than perfect. It is much easier to edit and polish a first rough draft so start first and perfect it later. If the criteria include critical discussion, then you need to discuss the advantages and limitations with evidence. For critical discussion, avoid just stating facts without any analysis or evaluation. Give yourself time to check and double check your references against the guidelines you have been provided with.
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Group studying – good idea or not?


“Group studying is not for all types of studying”



I have polled the opinions of my students on group studying and the majority say, “it’s not good, it doesn’t really work
 ”. Most admit it’s a waste of their study time. So why do some of the top students I have interviewed recommend group studying? When together with friends, it’s cool to chill out, take time out and be social. There a lot to enjoy watching YouTube or playing games. However, if this is what happens when a group gets together to study, it is non-productive. Students who complain about group studying say that the group discussions are all about trying to decide what to do in the study session with lots of disagreements. A lot of time is spent working out what everyone wants to do and as a result, not much actually gets done. I know from very successful students that they use group study in certain ways. Group studying is not for all types of studying. This chapter is about knowing how and when to use group study. I want to share how it can make a real 
 difference to your study success.

When to use group studying?


“The group study time is focused”



So, let’s consider when group study works well. Some top successful students use group studying and are very positive about it. These top students study independently. They go through their notes in their own study time. Then, they use group study sessions to go through a specific question together. They have a very clear plan for the group study session. For example, everyone brings notes and they take it in turn to teach and explain the topic to each other. They ask questions to each other and learn collaboratively. There is an agenda, a plan which is agreed before the group study session. It doesn’t just happen by chance. The group study time is focused and it’s clear what the session is for. They put their phones away unless looking up something online. Usually, they bring a laptop, so the phone isn’t a distraction. Is this how you have done group study sessions?

There are six advantages to working in a group:
 1



	
Groups have more knowledge and information than one person.






	
Groups help creativity and problem solving.






	
People remember group discussions better. Students working in small groups learn more and remember it longer compared to other teaching formats.






	
Groups can lead to greater work commitment and satisfaction.






	
People skills and team working skills are developed in groups.






	
Teamwork is highly valued by employers and is one of the top 
 10 sought after skills.





Like everything there are limitations and problems can arise.

So, the disadvantages are:


	
Conflict and arguments can occur.






	
One person dominates the group discussions.






	
Some group members are passengers and don’t do much work.





Universities promote group working as this aspect is desired by employers. You are very likely to work with others in your future careers. Research shows that discussing an answer improves understanding,
 2
 so this is a really good way to use group work to discuss and explain your thinking. It is something you can do yourself if you find that you don’t have a good study group. Self-explain your answer as if you were explaining it to others. I used to explain answers to my dog!




	How to succeed with group working
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 STEP 1 Find your tribe


Group study usually happens with the students you tend to hang out with, chat with and sit with in class. However, you want group study to help your learning. If your friends want to just 
 pass and prefer to spend their time playing games, you have a big question to answer: Would they be a good study group? You want to find a group that will make a successful study group. Made up of others who want to do well and are motivated in the same way that you are. You can suggest to your tribe about a group study session. “Who wants to meet up and go through two essay-style questions from the sample paper
 ”? Find your tribe. A good tribe will support each other.
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 STEP 2 Keep your group size small


When it comes to a study group, larger is not better. Most of the students that I interviewed had a group size of 3 or 4 students. With larger groups, it gets more difficult for everyone to participate.
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 STEP 3 Agree on the agenda


This is where there is agreement from every member in the group about what the focus of the study session is. Yes, there will be some chit chat, but it’s not a social meet up. Be clear about that within the group; otherwise, it’s a waste of everyone’s study time. What exactly are you going to do in the group study session?

Suggestions for a group study agenda:


	
Exam questions – each person brings a question with some suggested outline points in a prepared answer.






	
Have a group discussion about how to answer the question.






	
Prepare a topic to teach and explain within the group.






	
Go through a specific topic individually during the group 
 session. Bring notes, textbooks to use.






	
Work in silence on the topic for an agreed amount of time, e.g. 30 minutes, and then discuss together as a group.





If people need to bring work or plans or paper with them, then agree on that beforehand.
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 STEP 4 Stick to the plan


There’s no point in having good intentions if the group doesn’t follow through. If people are going off-topic and distracting the group on their phones, then it might be time to ask everyone, “Is this working for us as a group study”?
 If it isn’t working, then make the decision to change or to call time on it. Study alone rather than waste your time. Meet up with your friends for fun and call it that. Don’t call it group study if it isn’t.
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 STEP 5 Work together


The goal of working in a study group is to support each other and learn together. There may be things that you understand, but others don’t. There may be other things you don’t understand, but others do. Help each other, listen, ask questions and be a positive group.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Don’t just call it group study and have no agreed focus for what you are going to do. Without an agenda or agreed task, half of the time can be spent discussing what to do and not actually doing anything. Hopefully, you will know the people you are studying with and the group dynamic. If you feel uncomfortable or think it isn’t working, don’t just keep agreeing to go along to them. Change what you are doing. You don’t have to be mean, you can say, “Oh I need to make sense of this topic myself first; otherwise, I will hold you guys back, go ahead without me
 ”. It’s not a competition. Yes, use it to stretch your learning, increase your learning. If it’s all competition, it can become a negative group experience. Point scoring and putting people down is not a good group study.

Surround yourself with a group of people who build you up. You want a support group to build on gaps, fill in gaps and rise to the challenge. Respect the different people in your group. Hopefully, because you are choosing to be in this study group some of the common issues with group work don’t arise.
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Feedback – friend or frenemy


“The presentation didn’t meet the standard and the referencing was incorrect”



Feedback is a gift. Although it’s a gift that doesn’t always feel good. A top student, Nima, shared what happened when she was in the first year. Her earliest assignment was an essay and she spent a lot of time on this essay to do her best work. She was happy with the final version and submitted it to her tutor. Her tutor marked it and gave her feedback. When she received her marked work, she was shocked. She didn’t pass. Never mind she didn’t get top marks; it wasn’t even a pass. She met with her tutor and he explained that it just didn’t have the right structure. The presentation didn’t meet the standard and the referencing was incorrect. She left his office feeling crushed. “I cried for two days
 ” she told me. Then she was angry at her tutor having spent so much time on this essay. She shouted at her husband when he tried to reassure her. She then questioned her ability for a university course. Days later, when her emotions calmed and 
 she thought about it all, looking back through the feedback and her essay, she realised the tutor was right. She needed to work on her essay writing and take on board the feedback. Fast forward three years and would you believe Nima got top marks for an essay.

Great for Nima you might think, but you too will get feedback at university. Nima had to learn an important lesson about feedback. Although we know feedback is on our work and not about us personally, it can feel personal. Feedback is a signpost on your direction. How can you use feedback to excel your progress? In this chapter, I want to discuss how to recognise feedback. (Hint: it’s not just marks and comments on your written work). I will also share what to do with feedback, so it becomes your most valuable resource.

What is feedback?

Feedback is about helping you to improve. Written comments on assignments are one way you receive feedback. Feedback can also be verbal, perhaps some advice or guidance a lecturer gives in a session. The important thing to note, however, is that without action, feedback is just words. Feedback is only useful if you use it.

Let’s look at some common feedback comments:

“The format of the references does not adhere to the correct guidelines”

“The answer does not fully address the question”

“There is insufficient evidence to support your main point 
 here”

“This answer is incorrect; you need to revisit this topic to ensure correct understanding”

“The graph is not labelled correctly”


“Feedback is a signpost on your direction”



One thing to stress, feedback will help you understand some points for improvement. It highlights what is good and what can be improved. Feedback is a signpost on your direction. It helps point you in the right direction or confirm that you are indeed going in the right direction. Feedback is certainly not a justification of the mark or grade. This is where some students get frustrated. The marking criteria (see Chapter 16) is what justifies the grade you receive. The comments and feedback are to help provide some guidance on what is good and what you can improve. The important thing with feedback is that you identify it and understand what it means.


“What does the feedback mean for you?”



A second-year student contacted me about their assignment. They were not happy about the grade they received. A meeting was arranged with them and I expected to hear complaints about the grade. The tone of their email was all the effort they had made on this piece of work. During our conversation, I asked, “What does the feedback mean for you?
 ” They explained their interpretation of the assignment and what the feedback meant for them. They also shared why they believed they had answered everything. We then had a good detailed conversation about the assignment. Our chat focused on where the work didn’t meet the required criteria. I could see that the student was making sense of the feedback. Although they were disappointed, they had a clear direction for their future work. This was further verbal feedback 
 on top of the written feedback they had received. It’s important to understand the feedback. If you cannot make sense of it, then do consider speaking with your tutor or lecturer. This is what the successful students do. They will step forward and ask questions in a constructive way.




	How to make sense of feedback?
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 STEP 1 Notice the feedback that is available to you


Feedback is not only written comments on your work. There are so many other feedback formats that you might miss. Feedback can be from your lecturers, your tutors and other students. It can also be from other staff such as technical staff or demonstrators. Feedback can be written comments but can also be verbal comments. Look out for all the opportunities where advice, guidance and support are given. This is feedback.
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 STEP 2 Mind your reaction


Let’s be honest, feedback on your work is about your work. It’s a positive thing, an opportunity to grow and learn. However, it can hurt. It’s personal and sometimes you might be disappointed or upset by your grades or performance. Go through the feedback and then take some time to allow your emotions to settle. You won’t be open to the comments when you are 
 emotional.
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 STEP 3 Ask questions


To begin with, ask questions of yourself.


Does the feedback make sense?

Can you understand how this will apply for other similar coursework assignments?

What will you change for the next time?

What did you do well?



If you are not sure about the feedback or what it means, then make an appointment to discuss it with your lecturer.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Planning a revision schedule

An email I received left me speechless! It was the day before an exam, and a student emailed to say they had started revising. They weren’t sure which topics were important! This was one day before the exam and they hadn’t even started to revise! Now you probably recognise that this is not effective revision planning.


“Having time to go through and recap is incredibly important”



I am quizzed on “what’s the best way to learn and revise a topic that has so many slides
 ”? My 3 lectures on a topic could have up to 64 slides. But I would never think about my lecture topic in that way. If I had to sit and start revising 64 slides, I would sigh with the huge amount of work. The big difference is that for me, my 3 lectures contain 5 or 6 key concepts. These concepts are linked to learning outcomes. I teach each concept or key point. I then go through examples and explain the point in more detail. Then my students practice an 
 example in class. Each key point links together so that the first key point develops into the second key point and so on. By learning the first key point, this provides the learning hook for the second key point. Learning each slide is going to be more difficult. I know students feel overwhelmed about revising lectures. This is not a surprise when they measure the revision by the number of lecture slides. Memorising slides, as I explained in chapter 9, is not a good approach to studying. Sometimes students feel it’s their only option. This is especially true if they have left studying until very close to the exams. Giving yourself enough time is a no-brainer when it comes to planning a revision schedule. Having time to go through and recap is incredibly important. I will also give advice on what to do in the days leading up to exams. Planning revision around your time is what this chapter is all about.

What are the important features of any revision schedule?

Let me recap some key principles and essentials:

Space out revision of topics and avoid studying topics in big blocks.

Recap until you can recall correctly three times. Then give it time and have a sleep in between your next recap. Test yourself and recap again. Then recap after 1 hour, recap after a day and recap after a week (or days depending on your schedule).

Everything is important (otherwise, why is it included in a lecture?), but that doesn’t mean you must learn every lecture slide. Learning outcomes are important to understand how 
 your courses are designed. The learning outcomes inform what will be assessed in your coursework and exams. These are general thresholds that you must meet to successfully pass each module. You will find learning outcomes in the information for your modules. If you cannot find them, then ask. Some lecturers will also give outcomes for a lecture. These will give you a sense of the focus for a lecture and what you are expected to know and do with the lecture content. They are not always given because some topics need further debate or elaboration. Learning outcomes would restrict this.

What to study first?


“Give yourself enough time so that you can study and revise well”



You want to focus most of your efforts on the most important topics. They are the topics that will be on your exams. Sounds obvious right but I must state it! The important topics are covered by the learning outcomes for your modules and courses. Sample papers and past exam papers will help you to identify the format of examinations. Your revision journey may differ from your friends. Some topics may take you longer than others to understand and learn. Give yourself enough time so that you can study and revise well. I am not saying you won’t feel some pressure. You might, but you will have enough time to recap properly.

Here are some questions for you to think about that will help create the best revision schedule for you.


Which topics or subjects do you feel least confident about? What are your grades like in any assessments and tests for these subjects?
 You might want to focus and prioritise these early on in your revision schedule when you are fresher.


When do you work best? In the morning? In the evening?
 
 Put these topics in your revision schedule when you know that you work best in the day.


Do you have the exam timetable?
 Don’t worry if not. You will be mixing up your topics during your revision schedule for proper recapping.


Do you think about having enough time to revise and get everything finished?
 There is good news from research that we get work done in the time allocated. It’s called Parkinson’s Law.
 1
 Work expands to fill the time allocated to get it done. You’ve probably experienced this already in your academic work. There are 3 weeks to complete an essay. You wrote it 3 days before the deadline and submitted it 5 minutes before the deadline. I have been to 2-hour meetings where the essential decisions are made in 30 minutes. The rest of the time is filled with distractions and ramblings! The Pomodoro technique (Chapter 13) is a useful technique to help chop your tasks into chunks. This helps you to get them done against a specific timetable.

Let’s get into creating a specific schedule. I will use an example here to illustrate the principles. Let’s say you have 3 exams. You have 4 weeks to revise and you want to create a revision schedule to keep you on track. You have been studying some topics already, but you haven’t gone through everything.

In Chapter 8, I covered the amount of time per week you need to study – 2 hours per 1 hour of class.

So, for Exam 1, you have had 20 lectures and 5 tutorials. That works out as 25 hours of class time and 50 hours of study time. It might take you more or less time depending on the topics. You have 4 weeks and we are going to work out the total study time per week for this exam. To begin with, you will be focused on 
 understanding the topics. This will take you longer than recapping. So, if you divide 50 hours across 4 weeks evenly that’s 12.5 hours per week.


“Schedule the hours each week to fit your own schedule”



Let’s say you want to focus on Exam 1 more in the first two weeks. You know you don’t feel as confident with some topics. So, you spread out your revision with more time at the start. Week 1 of your revision is 15 hours, week 2 is 15 hours, week 3 is 12 hours and week 4 is 8 hours. The total hours across the 4 weeks is 50 hours. You can, of course, schedule the hours each week to fit your own schedule and when you study best. It also gives you a chance to catch up if you should become unwell one day. You just need to study more another day to make up the hours. If you are on track each week per module, you know you will get your revision covered. From the example, when you have done the same for all three modules, there are 40 hours in week 1 of your revision. Across 6 days, that’s about 7-8 hours of quality study per day. You might choose to do more study one day and less study another day, but if you hit your total weekly goals, it’s fine. Now, if you give yourself less revision time, then you will be working longer days so it will feel more intense. The more time you can give yourself in your revision schedule the better.

[image: ]



Figure 9
 Example of a revision schedule for 4 weeks

You can download a blank template for Figure 9 and create your own revision from www.studysmarterbook.com/resources





	How to plan a revision schedule
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 STEP 1 Calculate the number of weeks/days until exams start


Count the number of weeks to the start of your exams. The more weeks/days you have, the better for your revision. You want to quantify the time so that you can create a schedule.
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 STEP 2 Work out the number of topics you have to study across all modules


This is not the number of lectures but the number of topics. Also, think about which topics you find more challenging. It’s easy to focus on topics you are comfortable with rather than focusing on your weaknesses.

[image: ]
 STEP 3 Split up time for each module


Your first step is to go through topics for each exam. The earlier 
 you start this process, the better. Work out the total amount of study time needed for each module. As a rule of thumb, it’s 2 hours per 1 hour of class time.
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 STEP 4 Recap and switch up topics


Go through the topics to understand them first. For some topics, you will have probably done this already earlier in the term. Then, recap and test yourself on each topic.


	
You can test yourself using a blank piece or paper.






	
Go through practice questions.






	
Make up questions to test yourself.






	
Work in groups to go through topics and use recapping until you know it correctly for 3 times.





Then leave space, recap another topic before you recap the first topic again on a different day. Use the Pomodoro method to do a 25-minute focused study session followed by a short 5-minute break.




	Mistakes to avoid
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Don’t think because something is covered in a revision session that it’s on the exam. Lecturers write exam papers sometimes 6-8 months before the actual exam. I cannot remember the questions I write. There are no hints in anything I cover during revision sessions. There are sometimes hints about what’s 
 important because important things get repeated more than once. They may appear as question topics in workshops/tutorials. Sample exam papers are not a hint about what will come up on exam papers. They are useful for understanding the format of the paper, but none of the questions will appear exactly as written. There may be similar questions so do test yourself with those sample questions or past exam questions. The mistake is relying on those questions alone!
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Stress, stress everywhere

Have you said any of the following to yourself: “I have too much to do
 ”, “I feel overwhelmed
 ”, “this situation is driving me crazy
 ”? These thoughts when experienced day after day are not good. They can lead to feelings of not coping and distress. I want to look at what causes stress in this chapter. More importantly, how to manage ourselves during stressful times. Overwhelm and stress are common problems. It’s a feeling that there’s too much to cope with. The body’s response is to power off. This can be the root cause for some people with ongoing chronic stress who end up suffering from anxiety and depression. If this is something that you can relate to, you need to seek help and advice. There will be wellbeing support available to you at your university. If not, then speak with your doctor. Not all stress is bad. I will discuss ‘distress’ in this chapter. This is where stress isn’t helping us to be ready and prepared and it starts to work against our performance.

What is stress?


“Stress puts us into the fight, flight or freeze response”



Feeling stressed is our body’s natural response to pressures from a situation that we perceive as a threat. Stress puts us into the fight, flight or freeze response. The increased heart rate, increased breathing, not feeling like eating, stomach churning or sick feeling, sweaty palms are common responses to stress. Getting stressed in a completely natural response. The physical changes help our bodies to react to the perceived threat.


“Stress affects your brain”



The problem arises when we become too stressed. There is a positive side to stress too. Feeling some anticipation with the adrenaline helps push you to perform. However, too much stress and performance crashes. Stress affects your brain. The part of your brain involved with emotions then takes over when you are under stress. The pre-frontal cortex where we think, problem-solve and have logical rationale thoughts doesn’t engage. Our emotional brain takes over which is why we can’t think clearly. The thinking part of our brain isn’t active when we are very stressed.

Stress happens when we judge a situation as a threat. If we are faced with a threat, a predator such as a tiger, then the stress response is there to help us get the hell away. Thankfully in our lives, we tend not to have tigers chasing us. The threats we have are work, exams, competition with other students, feeling isolated and financial worries. The stress response is a protection response that is a natural way for our mind and body to react. With ongoing distress, this will affect us negatively. We experience physical and mental symptoms such as headaches, stomach problems, difficulty concentrating and constantly worrying. I am not suggesting you shouldn’t experience any stress, actually a bit of adrenaline is positive. The problem is when it is ongoing or when it is so overwhelming that it derails 
 you.

How we think when stressed

In relation to studying and exam stress, the students that I speak with have a very common way of thinking. They will describe what is going to happen if. They see things going wrong in the future. They will express this fear with “what if I fail
 ”? Or “What if I don’t pass”?
 Or “What if I can’t revise properly
 ”? There is a lot of mental energy spent focusing on these worst-case scenarios. The things that could go wrong and it is very draining. All the worry, the doubts, the uncertainty about what will happen.

There is an optimal level of stress where performance improves but only to a point. More and more stress that continues day after day causes performance to suffer. This ongoing stressful state results in an increase in anxiety, overwhelm, and thoughts about the negative consequences; the “what ifs
 ”. It becomes a vicious cycle that doesn’t seem to stop.

We all describe what’s happening for us with words. It might be thoughts in our head (which are words) or words that we speak to others. The words we use can really impact how we feel and what we focus on. Our brain believes the words we tell ourselves. My big question to you: Do your words focus on what you want to achieve or what you don’t want to achieve? Do you focus on using and applying the study smarter approaches in this book for how you study, or do you focus on not wanting to fail?


“Our brain believes the words we tell ourselves”



The words we say to ourselves have a phenomenal difference to how we feel. In Chapter 14, I mentioned about not 
 thinking of something (it was a pink elephant). Our brains cannot process negatives. The paradox is that you move towards the thing you don’t want. So, it’s better to say, “I want to do well in my exams
 ”, “I want to give it my best
 ”, “I want to get the best grades I can
 ”, “I can do this
 ”. Become aware of what you are saying to yourself and your thoughts. They will reinforce where your focus will go.


“Your body is reacting perfectly normally to a perceived threat”



Another important aspect linked to stress is the change in our physiology, most notably our breathing. When we become anxious, fearful or panicked, our breathing increases and becomes shallower. Your body is reacting perfectly normally to a perceived threat. It doesn’t question if that threat is really a threat. Its job is to keep you alive, not happy, so if you survive this threat, your brain has done a good job. So, reassuring your brain that there is no serious threat will help by focusing on your breathing. Helping to reduce your rapid breathing will reassure your brain and help you to calm down. This helps to give you a sense of control especially when you feel out of control. You can simply focus on your breathing such that your outbreath is longer than your inbreath. The counting involved helps add a layer of distraction which is useful. It might be count in for 2 and out for 3 (add a count of 1), and then count in for 3 and out for 4. When we are stressed our breathing is quicker, when we are calmer our breathing is slower. So, your thoughts and your breathing are two effective ways to help change how you think and how you feel.




	How to manage yourself when stressed
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 STEP 1 Catch your negative thoughts


Listen to that voice inside; what are you saying to yourself? Is it positive and supportive? If you were speaking to your best friend, would you say these things? Start by noticing your own inner voice and the words you use when you speak to others about your situation. Listen to your words about upcoming exams.
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 STEP 2 Eliminate your negative thoughts


A very effective way to destroy and banish your negative thoughts is to turn them into an object. Like a bubble that you can simply pop! The thought is then gone. Or turn your thought into a leaf that floats away down a stream. Or you can put your thoughts in a box that is locked and put away. Or something I find useful is to consider negative thoughts as train carriages on a long train passing through a train station. I then imagine myself standing on the platform, as an observer and simply watch the train of my thoughts pass by. The key with any of these approaches is repetition. The more you practice and repeat them, the stronger their effect becomes.
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 STEP 3 Focus on your breathing


Our breathing is a great way to control how we feel at any given time. To slow down your breathing and hence calm yourself down:


	
Count your inbreath.






	
Then add 1 to this number to count your outbreath.






	
So, if your inbreath is 3, breathe out for 4.






	
Continue to do this. Then move to breathe in for 4 and out for 5.





As you continue with this sequence you might find that both your inbreath and outbreath become longer and longer in time duration. You may then notice that you feel a bit calmer in the situation as you take some control over your reaction.




	Mistakes to avoid
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When something goes wrong or doesn’t go as expected then it’s always going to go wrong. This is the common belief that students can have. They take a setback as a sign that they can’t succeed, that they aren’t good enough and they feel a failure. You can change your future by starting with changing how you think. This is a very powerful truth to realise. I have seen students turn things completely around by how they respond to a setback. They decide to change and start to think in a different way. It’s not the end of the world when things don’t go to plan, pick yourself up and keep moving forward. Setbacks will happen, it’s how you use the setback to learn and make any changes that matters most. Use the lessons from any setback to propel you forward. You got this!
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Exams

It’s two days until the exam. There’s a load of WhatsApp messages pinging on your phone and everyone is sending updates. It’s a complete distraction. You have revised according to your planned revision schedule. You made sure that you have understood the topics on your course. You have included recapping and testing yourself. You can successfully explain and recall essential information. You have gone through exam-style questions. This last chapter on exams is a quickfire round up of essentials. I want to help you to navigate exams in the best way possible.

The power of sleep


“Sleep helps you to remember more and will recharge your batteries”



One of the biggest issues leading up to 
 exams is the amount of sleep you get. The exams are getting closer and time is running out. Most students think that sacrificing sleep will give them more study time. But research studies, again and again, show that sleep is so important for learning.
 
1
 ,
 2

 We know that sleep supports your brain’s consolidation of what you have learned. Sleep helps you to remember more and will recharge your batteries. If you come home from university and feel tired, you might even take a little nap. Do set your alarm so it is only 20-30 minutes and no longer than 1 hour. Then you can do another quality study session and feel refreshed. You will feel the benefit of it. Daytime naps have been shown to benefit long-term memory and are a better option than cramming.2
 If you stick to your revision schedule you will have enough time to do the essential preparation for your exams. Then you can rest properly the night before the exam. It is better to go to bed at a reasonable time and get up earlier for any last-minute reviewing. Set your alarm early for that morning. Get up, do some recapping or last-minute reviewing after you have had some quality sleep. Skipping on sleep would cause you to feel tired, worn out and irritable. This is not what you need ahead of an exam.

What can go wrong for some students is rushing around the morning of an exam. They are then likely to forget something essential. This isn’t necessarily a disaster. But it will distract you and create unnecessary stress.

Get everything you need for your exam ready in advance. You then know you have it: your student identity card, approved calculator, pens (bring extra spare pens), a bottle of water and so on. Make it as easy for yourself on the day of your exam.


“Make it as easy for yourself on the day of your exam”



When it comes to travelling to your exam, check the location so you know 
 exactly where you need to go. Give yourself extra commuting time on the day to get to your exam. I have seen students late for exams and not be allowed in (the rules may be different at your university). Set your alarm and set multiple alarms, you need to wake up!

Prepping for your exam


“Cramming and going through your notes is not smart studying”



You should be recapping and prepping in the days leading up to the exam. As I explained before, your first job is to go through and understand your topics. Before the exam, you are just recapping to consolidate it further. You might be going through exam-style questions just to get yourself warmed up for the exam itself. If you have left everything until the last minute, then cramming is your only option. I hate this option; it’s not going to get your best results. It’s just a sticking plaster because you can’t do anything else. You are best to select some topics and go through them. You certainly won’t have enough time to cram everything. It may or may not work, you might just pass but it’s not a guarantee. Cramming and going through your notes is not smart studying. It’s the only thing I can advise for last-minute studying.

A really great way to prepare for an exam is by engineering an exam for yourself. You could if you want, be tough and cruel and make it the hardest exam ever. Then take the test against the clock. It will give you an idea and help to identify any weaknesses. This could be something you do with your study group if that works for you.

What you can control

Consider your distractions in the days leading up to exams. What’s taking your mind away from concentrating on your revision? If it’s your phone, put it in a drawer or somewhere out of sight. If you are Googling something to help with your revision and then end up two hours later laughing at some funny videos, you are getting distracted. It could be friends and family members who keep wanting to chat. Turn off your phone or put it in another room. I mentioned before that top students turn off their phone around exam time and control when they check it. This is a short-term measure. After the exams, you can connect with everyone and enjoy having time on your phone.


“Eat something with natural sugars for energy”



Although you might not feel hungry on the day of your exam, eat something with natural sugars for energy. Perhaps a banana, yoghurt with some honey or toast with jam. This will give you energy. If you don’t eat, your energy levels will drop, and this will affect your concentration.

If you are getting anxious, close your eyes and think of 15 minutes after the successful completion of your exam. You have finished the exam and have done well. See your hand writing all the answers and you are able to answer all the questions you need to. Notice how you feel? Positive thoughts will create positive feelings. This will help to reduce any nervous feelings. You can’t control what happens on the day of the exam. You can’t control what questions appear on the exam paper. Put your energy into getting yourself ready, talking positively and knowing you are giving it your best shot.






Remember one final thing – enjoy yourself!


This book is all about studying smarter and how to study in ways that will help you achieve better grades and save you time. I think I have said enough about study skills in the previous 21 chapters. University life is not just about studying, though. Many of my final year students who have completed an independent project with me, share that they will miss university when they graduate and are (in their words) “out in the real world
 ”. University is the real world, but I know what they mean, when they are in employment and have different responsibilities to being a student. They won’t be hanging out with their university friends every day. They won’t be in lectures together or meeting in the library. The library is a social space too and my students enjoy meeting up in groups and sharing how everything is going for them. It’s that feeling that you are all in this together, all experiencing your course together. I want you to enjoy your experience at university.


“I want you to enjoy your experience at university”



If you aren’t enjoying life at university and there are other challenges for you, then you want to seek guidance and support. There will be student services that provide wellbeing support. Please do seek support either from a tutor or student services. If you have a health issue, then please do see your doctor or medical 
 adviser.

I am not saying you won’t have challenges, exams, stressful times, but there will be time where you can make the most of other activities. If you apply smart study skills, you will be able to build in some time for non-study activities. This could be getting involved with university societies or groups. These are valuable enriching experiences and are examples you can use to demonstrate leadership and group working at job interviews. But putting job interviews aside, doing other things you enjoy and having a healthy balance in life is vital. It’s important you can enjoy yourself. University won’t be forever and when you look back you will forget the late-night studying, the exams, the coursework assignments. Enjoy yourself, create some positive memories that you can look back on with a happy smile.
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