Study Skills

This is a short introductory course on study skills.  It will help you determine where, when and how you study best as well as help in planning essays.  

Use the links on the left hand side to jump to different sections or use the arrows buttons to move back and forwards.

Practical exercises and questions are included to help you with your studies.
Where do you study?
There is no correct method of studying.  It is important to study in the environment which suits you best.  Think carefully about the things you need to enable you to study whether it is a quiet area with no distractions or somewhere you can leave your books undisturbed so that it is easy to get started again.

The following questions will help you think about how you like to study:  

Could you study in your own room or in the college library?
Can you negotiate study times with flat mates/other family members? 

Is the room quiet, clean and comfortable? 
Is there good lighting and adequate heating? 
Have you access to a computer if necessary?
Do you have all the stationery and reference books you need? 

How do you study?

Every student approaches learning in a different way. How we learn as individuals is known as our "learning style".

One of the best ways to maximise your learning is to find out your individual learning style. This allows you to use your personal strengths whilst learning, it also lets you work harder at the weaker areas.

Psychologists have studied the idea of individual learning styles and have devised methods of assessing people's learning and categorising it.

One popular method of assessing learning styles uses the following categories: 
Visual learner

Auditory learner

Tactile / Kinaesthetic learner

When you assess your learning style you may find you have learning traits from all three categories but most people are strongest in one area. This allows you to decide what methods of study you should use to get the most out of your education.  Try varying your learning using all three learning styles and you might find a method which suits you better or is more interesting.  Read on to find out more about each learning style.
Visual Learners

Visual learners like to sit in a position where they can see the teacher/lecturer during a class. This allows them to clearly see the teacher’s body language and facial expressions.

Visual learners usually prefer to study alone in a quiet area.  The visual learner often prefers to take notes to learn information during lectures or discussions. 
They learn best from visual displays such as: -

· Diagrams/charts/illustrations

· Illustrated textbooks

· Overhead projected information

· Videos

· Flip charts

· Class handouts

Visual Learner – Study Tips

· Use highlighter pens to help remember key information when learning a new topic – use different colours for different types of information.
· Summarise what you have learned in lectures/class/textbooks by writing sentences that cover key information.
· Transfer key information from your notes into word processed sheets – use print outs when revising.
· Write out one piece of key information or draw a useful diagram onto small cards or sticky notes – reading through these cards will help you remember information.

Auditory Learners

Auditory learners prefer to learn through receiving information through speech. By listening to the tone of voice, speed and pitch of teacher's speech auditory learners can pick out key information in lessons.

Auditory learners often prefer to work in a group and include discussions in their study sessions. They learn best through auditory inputs such as: -

· Verbal lectures

· Discussions

· Talking about key information

· Listening to others

Auditory Learner – Study Tips

· Form a study group with other auditory learners in your course to discuss key information/topics – you could use one of the discussion rooms in the Resource Centre.
· When you are studying alone read your notes out loud – this will help you to remember key information.
· Record important parts of lectures onto audio cassette – this allows you to review the information later play these recordings back when you are travelling to college using a personal stereo.  

· Check if the computers at college use any software which enables the computer to read your essays back to you e.g. Read and Write Gold. 

Tactile/Kinaesthetic Learners

Tactile / kinaesthetic learners learn through moving, doing and touching. They like to learn with a “hands on” approach, they prefer to learn whilst physically interacting with resources and will benefit from practical demonstrations during lessons.

Tactile / kinaesthetic learners may not stay focused on class lectures as they become distracted by their need for physical activity. They learn best through: 
· Hands on activity

· Practical demonstrations

· Experimenting

· Working outside the classroom

Tactile / Kinaesthetic Learner –Study Tips

· During lectures sit near the front & take notes of key information regularly to stop yourself being distracted.
· Transfer key information or phrases from notes and text books onto small study cards that you can flick through when revising.
· Transfer key information from notes and textbooks to word processed documents – the physical activity of typing will help you focus on the information.
· When reading through your notes, study cards or word processed information pace back and forward and read out loud – this will help you remember the information.
Learning Style Assessments

Go to the following websites and assess your learning style:

1. http://www.ldpride.net/learningstyles.MI.htm  

Click on Interactive Learning Styles Test.
2. http://www.vark-learn.com
3. http://www2.ncsu.edu/unity/lockers/users/f/felder/public/Learning_Styles.html 

Click on Index of Learning Styles.
Do you work better with others? It may help if you discuss your topic with friends or if you go to the library together. 

When faced with a new task, such as starting a piece of writing, or if you are in the middle of a task and get stuck, you may find it useful to draw a Mind Map.

Read around your subject. Look at other materials which are not on your reading list, for example, newspapers, magazines, CD-ROMS, the Internet. You may wish to keep a cuttings file. 

Participate in class. Ask and answer plenty of questions. When you have been involved you are more likely to retain the content of the class. 
When do you study?

Now think about the best time for you to study.  You can do this by realising when you are at your most productive and when you have free time.  Is it early in the morning, in the middle of the day, early evening or late at night?  Don’t forget to take into account attending classes, social, work, leisure and personal or family commitments.

It is important to effectively plan your time.  Organising your week ahead will help you make effective use of your time.  In the short term this will provide a time table for you to complete assignments and study.  In the long term, planning strategically will help you feel more relaxed about studying and you have allocated your time to various commitments including having fun!  

Making an Action Plan

You can use this action plan to plan a day or a week.

Set yourself targets.  These can be assignments, revision for exams or personal commitment
Prioritise. You may wish to rank tasks A (very important), B (quite important) or C (routine or trivial) in order of priority. 

Set time limits for each task, bearing in mind any deadlines you have to meet and any classes you have to attend.

You can now  view your to-do list at a glance.
Review your action plan regularly. 

You will remember more if you read for 15 minutes each day for 10 days than if you read for two and a half hours on one day. So use small blocks of time and space out your work. 

Note Taking

Your notes should be brief, clear and easy to read.  This will let you skim through them rapidly when you are looking for a particular point.  There are various ways to take notes and you should take into account different learning styles.  You can write up the important points after class and this will also act as revision.  You could use diagrams and arrows to take notes using colour paper or pens and highlighting the important words.
When taking notes from a book always write down the author, title, publisher and date of publication for your records. You may want to write down the library catalogue number too in case you wish to consult it in the future.  When taking notes during a class, the same rule applies: write down the name of the tutor as well as the topic and date. 

Place a star by anything you do not understand and make sure you ask your tutor or someone in your class to explain it later. 

Finally, you need to choose the most convenient method of storing your notes whether by topic, or date or in alphabetical order. Remember, you want to be able to retrieve them easily at a later date. Always file notes and handouts right away after the class. 
Using abbreviations will let you write quickly e.g. shd, cd, wd, sth, etc or writing as you would text on a mobile phone e.g. C pg 2 l8r.

Essay Writing

An essay is a short piece of writing on a specific subject and follows a certain structure.

There are five main steps to writing an essay.

1. Analyse the essay title
2. Research the essay

3. Essay structure
4. Write a first draft

5. Edit and Redraft

Analyse the essay title

Ask yourself what you need to do, what is the purpose of this assignment?  Consider what your lecturer is asking you to write.  Try using a Mind Map to analyse the question.  Mind Maps can give a simple structure of your essay title and help you identify key issues.  Write down everything you know about the topic. This will help you clarify what information you need to find and also indicate areas where you already have sufficient information. 

Once you have your essay topic/question either through choice or default you should begin to analyse it.

One method of analysing the essay is to write the topic/question in the centre of a page and identify and analyse the keywords as you would in a brainstorm.

The brainstorm allows expansive analysis of all areas of the topic; the above example begins to show how keywords are singled out and analysed.

Example 

















You can expand the Mind Map further and decide what information you need to find.
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Research the essay.

Hopefully the Mind Map has given you an idea of the information you are going to read.  Maybe you are still unsure of the topic it may be a good idea to underline the key words in the question in order to help you focus.

Background reading will help you become familiar with the topic.  You can find information in your textbook or ask at the enquiry desk at the Resource Centre for help finding information. 
Find out where you will get the information you need and decide which resources you will use.  There are three main sources of information

People

Print 

Electronic

Information Sources – People

During your research you may have to contact specific people or organisations to find information. You should decide what method of communication to use in order to contact people and gather information. This may involve: -

· Letters

· Phone calls

· E-mails

· Fax

· Meetings/Interviews

You may find that a questionnaire is useful, they allow you to ask for information and even set options for answers. Questionnaires also allow you to gather information from several people and make recording results easy. 

· Ensure you have plenty of time for communication, especially with letters, as you are relying on others to respond. Remember - you are not their top priority! 

· There are books available in the Resource Centre that can help you write letters or make questionnaires. Ask at the enquiry desk if you would like to use these books.
Information Sources – Print

The Resource Centre contains a wide selection of printed resources that can be used during your research. These resources include: -

· Books

· Journals

· Newspapers

· Magazines

· Reports

· Encyclopaedia

· Dictionaries

· Government Publications

In order to make best use of the printed resources available in the Resource Centre you should become familiar with: -

· The different types of resource available and where they can be found in the Resource Centre.
· The computerised Resource Centre catalogue. Learn how to search for specific titles, authors or perform a general subject search. This is much more effective than simply browsing through stock.

Remember

If you cannot locate a resource ask at the enquiry desk for assistance. If the resource you want is not available it may be possible to reserve it for a later date or find an alternative.
Information Sources – Electronic

During your research you may also wish to gather information from electronic sources in the Resource Centre and beyond. Electronic resources include: -

· The Internet / Online databases

· CD-Roms

· Video 

· Audio tapes

In order to make best use of electronic resources you should: -

· Become familiar with searching the Internet for useful information. Try an online tutorial at www.vts.rdn.ac.uk to brush up your skills.

· Find out what CD-Roms are available in the Resource Centre and try out any that are relevant to your studies.
· Take advantage of any relevant videos or audio cassettes available in the Resource Centre.

Prepare a plan or outline of what you will write. 
Essays follow the structure

Introduction 
Introduce the essay by explaining how you are going to approach the topic. You should refer to the topic throughout the introduction as a way of setting the scene for the reader.

Main Body

A good way to approach planning the main body of an essay is to consider the essay as having three parts - a beginning, middle and ending. When planning you should list what content you will include at each stage and what information this will require.

By listing the information that will fit into each part of the essay you can carefully plan a flowing structure for your essay with a suitable order for ideas and issues.

Conclusion

The conclusion to an essay should re-cap on the argument whilst referring to the essay topic/question. The conclusion should not be ambiguous and should tie up the entire essay.

The Mind Map should give you an idea of how to structure your essay.  You may need to rewrite it taking into account 

Write a first draft. 
Using your Mind Map write the first draft of the essay.   Some people find it difficult to get started writing or put your thoughts into words, particularly if they have not written an essay in many years.  If this happens look at your mind map and write a sentence using each of your keywords.  Then go back and write another sentence expanding on the first.  Or just start writing, even if your sentences are not exactly what you want to say, you can always go back and redraft.

Some questions you may want to ask yourself:

Have I answered the question? 

Have I included all the points from my plan? 

Is everything relevant? 

Is there a structure and a progression in my argument? 

Does the introduction give a clear idea of what is to come? 

Does the conclusion summarise the key points/draw the threads together neatly?  

Is each paragraph limited to one idea? 

Edit and Redraft
You may find it useful to read your draft aloud or ask a friend to read it.  Check if your college library has ‘Read and Write’ installed on the computers.  This is a programme which can read your essay aloud to you and help you assess the flow of the essay.  

Also consider the following questions: 
Is there anything I need to add? 

Is there anything I should take out?  

Is the order right? 

Have I backed up all my points with evidence? 

Is my argument balanced and coherent? 

Is it easy to read and understand? 

Is there anything I could say just as well in fewer words? 

Does the grammar, spelling or punctuation need correcting? 
Quiz

QUESTION TrueFalse1: 

<question truefalse1>

<title>Note Taking</title>

<text false>Note taking is important to record everything the lecturer says.</text>

<feedback correct>Correct! Note taking records the main points and helps understanding and revision.</feedback>

<feedback incorrect>Wrong!  Note taking records the main points and helps understanding and revision.</feedback>

</question>

Note Taking

QUESTION MultiChoice1: 

<question multichoice1>

<title>Learning Styles</title>

<text>People who learn best through hearing are </text>

<answer>visual learners</answer>

<answer correct>auditory learner</answer>

<answer>tactile learners</answer>

<feedback correct>Right!  Auditory learners learn best through hearing information.</feedback>

<feedback incorrect>Wrong!  Visual learners learn best through seeing information.  Tactile learners learn best through a 'hands on' approach.</feedback>

</question>

Learning Styles

QUESTION TextEntry1: 

<question textentry1>

<title>Essay Structure</title>

<text>What are the three main steps in structuring an essay?</text>

<feedback>Introduction

Main Body

Conclusion</feedback>

</question>

Essay Structure

QUESTION TextEntry1: 

<question textentry1>

<title>Sources of Information</title>

<text>What are the three main ways to find information?</text>

<feedback>People, print and information sources.</feedback>

</question>

Sources of Information

CFCs





CO2 emissions





Rising sea levels





Cause





Consider different perspectives





Signs





Climate change





What is global warming?





Essay topic: Discuss the effects of global warming on consumer behaviour





What is consumer behaviour?





What effects?





To people





To industry





Consumer trends





Where people shop





What people buy





Attitudes








