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Smarter Study Skills



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

Are there any secrets to successful study?

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

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

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

The books in the series are:


	How to Write Essays & Assignments

	How to Write Dissertations & Project Reports

	How to Argue

	How to Improve your Maths Skills

	How to Use Statistics

	How to Succeed in Exams & Assessments

	The Smarter Study Skills Companion



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


	The Smarter Study Skills Companion



Get smart, get a head start!
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We’d be delighted to hear your opinion of the book and receive any suggestions you have for additions and improvements.

Kathleen McMillan and Jonathan Weyers

University of Dundee
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How to use this book




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

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

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




Understanding the processes involved in revision and exam-sitting

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


Key topics


	Information gathering

	Information processing

	Information retrieval and delivery





Key terms

Autonomous learner

Displacement activity

Learning objectives

Learning outcomes

Learning styles

Marking criteria







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


	information gathering;

	information processing; and

	information retrieval and delivery.



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


Information gathering

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

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


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

	File your notes in sequence.

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

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

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

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

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

	Look in your course handbook for any special guidance notes on the exam and its format.




[image: icon] Managing the time taken for information gathering

You must not let the information gathering phase take up too much of your revision time – recognise that it can be a displacement activity and limit the time you allocate to it within your revision timetable (Ch 8).



There are many potential sources of information about any topic, and a key aspect of your early university education is that you are guided by your tutors as to what is important and reliable, and what is not. Students at higher levels are expected to carry out elements of this task for themselves, as autonomous learners. Working out exactly how much and what kind of extra information you require is closely linked to how you will need to process it.


[image: icon] What is autonomous learning?

At university, you are normally expected to frame your own learning within the context of your course. This self-management is often referred to as ‘autonomy’ and means that you need to be able to work on your own, defining the knowledge and understanding that you need to achieve goals, solve problems and create new outcomes. The ability to learn autonomously develops over time. As you become more experienced as a student, you will recognise and develop skills and approaches that will make you an independent learner.






Information processing

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


Thinking about thinking

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


	Knowledge

	Comprehension

	Application

	Analysis

	Synthesis

	Evaluation



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



Table 1.1 A classification of learning objectives derived from the work of Benjamin Bloom and colleagues (1956)
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When you analyse the instructions used in exam questions, you should take into account what type of thinking process the examiner has asked you to carry out, and try your best to reach the required level.




Thinking about learning

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




Understanding the university exam system

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


	Learning objectives/outcomes. These signify what your tutors believe you should be able to accomplish after participating in the different parts of the syllabus and carrying out the further studies they have recommended. They are a vital resource to you when revising, as they will help you interpret the course materials correctly and gain clues about the sorts of exam questions that will be set (Ch 9).




[image: icon] Keys to successful information processing

As part of an approach based on active revision, you will probably wish to reduce or ‘distil’ the notes you have made (Ch 11). This can only be done effectively with a clear idea of the sort of questions that will be asked and an indication of the depth at which you will be expected to deal with the material. In part, this information can be obtained by studying the learning objectives or outcomes and past exam papers.




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

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

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

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







If past papers are not available in any of your subjects, you should consider meeting with others in your class to see if, together, you can come up with ideas about potential questions and styles of question (Ch 6 and Ch 9).


[image: icon] Beware of changes to the syllabus or to the construction of exam papers

It is worth remembering that courses may change over time, as can the staff teaching them. This can have a considerable impact on content and the course structure. These should be flagged to you within the course handbook, or by tutors, but it might be worth confirming with the course leader or departmental administrator if you sense a mismatch between the syllabus as taught and the learning objectives or question papers. The same applies to checking whether you can assume that this year’s exam papers will be constructed in the same way as in previous years.




	Marking criteria. These statements indicate the levels of attainment that tutors expect for different grades (Ch 2). They are the benchmarks for assessing the evidence of your learning, as shown in your responses to assessments and exams. The marking criteria are useful to look at before you start revising: allied with an understanding of Table 1.1, they will give you a better feel for how deep your understanding should be and for the standards that apply to your work.




[image: icon] Using feedback from past exams and assessment

Feedback you have received about your previous exam and assessment performances (Ch 10) should affect how you carry out information processing during revision. For example, this might indicate that your answers have lacked relevance or sufficient depth. You should therefore adjust your approach to reflect any comments, perhaps by ensuring that you are applying higher-level thinking skills (Table 1.1) or have committed relevant facts to memory (Ch 12).








Information retrieval and delivery

The important part of this phase will occur within the exam hall as you answer the specific questions that have been set, but it is vital to recognise that you can practise the skills involved. By doing so, you can reduce nerves and enter the exam hall with confidence. Ways of doing this are considered throughout this book, and include:


	refining the techniques you employ for memorising (Ch 11 and Ch 12);

	testing yourself on individual elements you feel you need to know (Ch 12);

	practising answering exam questions in mock exams (Ch 9);

	discussing how you would approach exams and potential exam questions with a ‘study buddy’ (Ch 6);

	in quantitative subjects, practising numerical problems (Ch 18).



Having an exam strategy (Ch 15) is essential to ensure that you balance your efforts when ‘delivering’ information in your answers.


[image: icon] Practical tips for making the most of your revision time

Plan your time. Recognise that you will need to allocate time to study ‘out of hours’, that is, in the evenings and over weekends – at least in the short term.

Create a revision timetable. The two most important things you can do to make the most of your revision time are to create a plan for your work quickly and to stick to it in a disciplined way (Ch 7 and Ch 8). Without this underpinning, all the other tips given in this book will be reduced in their effectiveness. Remember that you do not need to make your timetable into a work of art as there is always a danger that this becomes a displacement activity that prevents you getting down to real work – a common but flawed strategy that achieves a lot on paper but not much in terms of learning.

Map out the gathering, processing and retrieval aspects of revision within your revision timetable. You should set aside time for each activity.


	Information gathering must occur at the start (or should already have been accomplished), but should not take too long.

	Information processing will probably be the longest phase, and it is worth punctuating it with sessions where you deliberately cross-reference your efforts to learning objectives and past exam papers.

	Allocate some time close to the exams for practising your information retrieval skills.



Spend some time reflecting on past exam performances. Think about changes that you could make to your revision approach that might improve your future performance.

Sort out your non-academic life. You will need space and time to revise properly. Adjust your social commitments as appropriate; ask friends and family to help you out temporarily, perhaps with shopping, cooking or washing. Tidy up your working space so you can study in an organised way.




[image: icon] And now …

1.1 Find out where learning objectives and past papers are located. Obtain copies at an early stage, and read them as the course material is presented, making notes about how you might wish to adjust your revision strategy to take account of them. For example, you might feel you will need to delve more deeply into certain areas, making extra notes. Alternatively, you might see that there is an expectation for you to read about a specific topic by yourself.

1.2 Create a suitable filing system. If you can develop this as your course proceeds, rather than during your revision time, you will be able to spend less time organising your notes prior to the information processing stage, and will therefore be able to spend as much time as possible understanding and learning the material.

1.3 Take the time to look into your learning personality. Consult Ch 4 for further information. If you already have a good feel for what your learning personality is, then consider what changes to your previous revision approach you could make to take account of this.
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Assessment at university





How tests and examinations work

University assessment systems are complex and rather different from those used at school or college. This chapter clarifies the terminology involved and explains the rationale for different modes of assessment, while later chapters discuss how to tackle specific question types.


Key topics


	Forms of assessment

	Marking criteria and grading schemes

	Modules and progression

	Degree classifications and transcripts




Key terms

Aggregate mark

Class exam

Exam diet

External examiner

Finals

Formative assessment

Learning objective

Marking criteria

Oral exam

Peer assessment

Summative assessment

Transcript







Your university is an educational institution with a legal charter entitling it to award its own degrees. These degrees are granted on the basis of performance in exams and assessments, which may vary in character depending on subject and institution. As a result, each university has its own conventions regarding style of question, format of exams and marking criteria. No two universities are the same. It is essential that you take into account how the exam system operates in your own institution before you start revising.


[image: icon] Exam format

This should never come as a surprise to you as you should have checked up on it by looking at past papers and by confirming with lecturers that there have been no changes to the style of examination.



Exam papers and diets may be structured in different ways, according to discipline. The design may reflect the different aspects of learning that your tutors wish to assess (Ch 17 and Ch 19). For example, there may be a multiple-choice component that tests your surface knowledge across a wide range of topics, while an essay section may be included to test your deeper knowledge in fewer topics. Papers and questions may carry different weightings towards an aggregate mark.

Various levels of choice are given to reflect the nature of the field of study. In professional disciplines there may be a need to ensure you are knowledgeable in all areas, while in other subjects a certain amount of specialisation may be acceptable. Some exam papers are divided into sections, and you will be expected to answer one or more questions from the options within each of these. This format allows a limited amount of choice while ensuring that you have covered all major areas in your studies. You should take these aspects of exam paper design into account when arriving at a strategy for revision and exam-sitting (Ch 15).


Forms of assessment

Each degree programme and every unit of teaching at university (usually called a ‘module’) will have a published set of aims and learning objectives or outcomes. Your performance in relation to these goals will be tested in various ways.


	Formative assessments are primarily designed to give you feedback on the quality of your answers. In some instances these are known as ‘class exams’. They generally do not count towards your final module assessment, although sometimes a small proportion of marks will carry forward as an incentive to perform well.

	Summative assessments count directly towards a module or degree assessment. Many summative exams are held as formal invigilated tests where you work in isolation. These may be known as degree exams and, in the honours year, in some institutions, as ‘finals’. These exams may comprise several sittings or papers, perhaps covering different aspects of the course, and often lasting for two or three hours each. The collective set of exams is sometimes known as an exam diet.



In some cases, in-course work will count towards degree exams (continuous assessment). This can take the form of essays, projects, and special exercises like problem-based learning. However, the majority of marks are usually devoted to formal invigilated exams where the possibility of collaboration, plagiarism and impersonation are limited, and you will be expected to perform alone under a certain amount of time pressure.


[image: icon] Problem-based learning (PBL)

This is a form of learning where you are asked to investigate a specific problem, usually related to a real-life professional situation, which may be open-ended in






Marking criteria and grading schemes



	the marking may be spread out among several tutors;

	especially in multiple-choice papers, the marking may be automated;

	where teamwork is involved, peer assessment may take place.
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	there may be an explicit marking scheme that allocates a proportion of the total to different aspects of your answer;

	double- or triple-marking may take place and if the grades awarded differ, then the answer may be scrutinised more closely, possibly by a external examiner;

	papers are usually marked anonymously, so the marker does not know whose answer they are grading;

	the external marker will confirm the overall standard and may inspect some papers, particularly those falling at the division between honours grades or on the pass/fail boundary;

	accreditation bodies in the professions may be involved in the examination process, and some answer papers may be marked by external assessors appointed by these bodies rather than by university staff.
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Modules and progression



	they allow greater flexibility in subject choice;

	they can efficiently accommodate students studying different degree paths;

	they make it easier for students to transfer between courses and institutions;

	they break up studies into ‘bite-sized’ elements and allow exams to be spread out more evenly over the academic year.





	dodging seemingly difficult or unattractive subjects;

	‘closing the book’ on a subject once it has been assessed; or

	limiting your degree options.
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Degree classifications and transcripts





	first class (a ‘first’);

	upper second class (a two-one or 2:1);

	lower second class (a two-two or 2:2);

	third class (a ‘third’);

	unclassified.
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	course and degree programme aims;

	learning objectives or outcomes;

	the format of assessments and proportion of in-course and

	final exam elements;

	timing of exam diets;

	assessment or marking criteria;

	the grading scheme;

	weighting of exam components;

	progression criteria.
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