Six steps to success - a student's guide to successful study strategies


Study, even returning to study at the next level after a long summer break, can make students feel anxious about their studies - how will you cope with the assessments, the essays, the report, the exams? It is easy to feel that all your colleagues are natural, "good" students that don't have the same anxieties as you! Here at the London Metropolitan University, our work with students, tutors and examiners tells us that there are certain skills strategies and techniques that can help us all to become happier and more successful when studying.

Research based on years of working with students has led Tom Burns and Sandra Sinfield to argue in their book, Essential Study skills: The Complete Guide to Success at University (Sage 2008) that there are six steps to study success based on the following propositions:

S = Study Techniques and practices 
O = Overview 
C  = Creativity 

C = Communicate effectively
E  = Emotions
R  = Review, review, review
The simple mnemonic ‘SOCCER’ made from the first letter of each stage will help you to remember the six steps
The six steps explained

S = Study Techniques and practices 

It is all too easy to think we are not ‘cut out’ for studying. Our work with students of all ages and abilities leads us to believe that most of us can learn to become good students. We learn more when we are actively engaged with our own learning - and we learn least when we coast along, passive and disengaged.  Active learning means taking control of the learning.  This involves choosing courses that we wish to study, actively knowing why we are studying the course (unit, module, programme etc) and actively engaging with all our learning. This makes the learning conscious which improves the quantity and quality of our learning. 

Quick tips:

· Want to do well

· Know why you want to study a unit (what is in it for you?)

· Plan when and where you will study

· Before a study session, set goals (if reading ask - what do I want from this article/chapter? Where will I use the information? How much of it do I really need to read?)

· Study actively (if reading - as you read keep asking questions - what is the point here?  What is the argument? What evidence is being offered? Is it valid? How do I know? How does this relate to what I already know? Etc.)

· After study, review what you have heard, read or discussed. 

Reading:

Chapter 4: How to learn effectively

Chapter 5 how to organise yourself for independent learning

Chapter 6 how to use computers and e-learning

Chapter  7 How to succeed in group work

Online resource:

Student Stories: http://www.studentstories.co.uk/
Being a student today – based on collaborative research - Mike Wesch and his students http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dGCJ46vyR9o
Group work episodes:http://www.learnhighergroupwork.com/episodes.php
O = Overview 

We need the overview (or big picture, small pieces): 

Why are you taking your degree? What do you want to do with it? Where is it taking you? What qualities and skills do you have that will help you with your studies? Don’t know? Well you should. Have an overview of yourself your strengths and weaknesses – and of your goals – know what you are doing and why. This makes you much more effective in life – and it definitely makes you a more effective student.

What about your degree programme. How many modules will you have to do? Are they all compulsory or will you have choices? What will you choose and why? What would help you get that job you’re after? Again – if you don’t know, you should. Make sure you find out – as soon as possible.

And with each particular course or module that you do – make sure you know how it is structured and how it will be assessed. Know what you are doing and in what order. It helps us to learn if we know what we are learning and how it will all fit together.  Although it might seem an insultingly simple comparison - it is a bit like a jigsaw puzzle; it really is a lot simpler putting the puzzle together if you have the big picture on the box to look at! One way to gain an overview - the whole picture - of any course that we join is to get to grips with the aims, learning outcomes and assessment criteria.

Once we have this we are in a position to see and appreciate the shape and purpose of that course.  This allows us to understand what we are doing, how, when and why.  This gives a meaningful context, which aids understanding and hence active learning.

Reading:
Chapter 2: How universities work

Chapter 3: How to understand your course
C = Creativity 
If you only give back to the lecturers what they have given to you, you will only ever get an average mark – and you will probably only be averagely interested in and engaged with what you are doing. To make the most of your learning and to increase your enjoyment and engagement you should get creative with your learning. Put some fun into it! This is not frivolous!  We learn more when we can play with ideas, jiggle them about…mess them up…experiment and make them our own.

Quick Tips:

· Make only short, colourful notes

· Use key words and patterns

· Use colour, pictures and highlighting

· Brainstorm essay questions or develop question matrixing systems

· Develop active and creative revision strategies
Reading

Chapter 8: how to be creative in your learning
Chapter 12 How to make the best notes (especially pattern notes)

C = Communicate
Would you try to write a sonnet if you did not know what a sonnet was?  Typically the answer to that question is no, and yet we as students prepare to write essays, reports, projects, dissertations, briefing papers - or to deliver presentations and seminars - when we are not absolutely sure what these things are - or of what this particular tutor expects from us!

Unfamiliarity with the 'form' could fill anyone with fear - especially given that we feel that as University students then we ought to know what these things are. Instead of worrying about what should go IN our assignment - we end up worrying about the nature of the task itself. This can lead us to perform below our potential - this can be very de-moralising and de-motivating.

If in doubt - ask the tutor what they want - or go to the Learning Workshops and check out their handouts on essays, presentations, reports and seminars.

Quick Tips:

Before you do anything find out:

· What you are doing (the structure of an essay, report, presentation…)

· Why you are doing it  (Aims and Learning Outcomes of the module)

· How it will be assessed (Assessment Criteria)

· USE that information!

Online tutorial:

http://www.learnhigher.ac.uk/learningareas/academicwriting/resourcesforstudents.htm
Reading: Chapters 13-18 for coverage on how to prepare successful assignments

E = Emotions
Studying and learning may be cognitive or intellectual activities, but for most of us, they are also fraught with emotion. We will never learn anything if we do not want to, or if we are not interested in it.  Neither do we perform at our best if we are nervous, frightened or lacking in self-confidence and self-esteem.  And yet the study environment is often terrifying.  Everything we are asked to do can seem like an opportunity to fail, to make mistakes, to look, sound or feel a fool.  No one likes to experience these feelings!  Yet the only person who does not make a mistake is the person who does nothing at all!

Every student that I have worked with has spoken of his or her fear, nervousness or anxiety in University.  Recent research at Cambridge revealed that whilst theoretically all students entered the University with the same qualifications range - the ones that achieved first class degrees where the ones who exhibited self-confidence.  Those with low confidence did not do so well in their studies.

Quick Tips:

· Want to do well! 

· Draw up a learning contract for each module - know what you want from the module, what you are prepared to do to make it happen - what's in it for you!

· Work on your self-confidence - get a positive thinking book!  Use it!

· Give yourself permission to make mistakes

· Learn from your mistakes. 

Reading: Chapter 9 Learning effectively: dealing with emotions
Online resource:
http://www.learnhigher.ac.uk/learningareas/listeningandinterpersonalskills/home.htm
R = Review, review, review: 
No revision really means no learning.  When we come out of a lecture or finish a piece of reading it really is important that we reflect on that learning and make it conscious.

Quick Tips

· Try keeping a learning diary after each study session note:

•
What you did - a brief note to jog the memory

•
Why - an analysis of the possible purpose and value of the activity

•
Reaction - your own personal response to the activity

•
Learned - a summary of what you feel you learned by doing the activity

· Regularly do this - after lectures or reading write a brief paragraph summarising the learning that occurred for you (this will also improve your writing skills - so your assignment writing will get easier).

On-line resources:

Reflective toolkit from the Creative Learning in Practice CETL:

http://www.arts.ac.uk/cetl/visual-directions/
And from our RLO-CETL:

http://www.rlo-cetl.ac.uk:8080/open_virtual_file_path/i1686n14049t/self_evaluation_of_learning_styles.html
Reading:

Chapter 10 How to be a reflective learner

Chapter 19 How to build your memory and revise effectively

Chapter 20 How to understand and pass exams
Chapter 21 How to make the most of Personal Development Planning



