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STUDY SKILLS
How do you study?
How do you study?

The first step in becoming better at using the time you have available for studying is to recognise how and when you best study.
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Many students delay completing assignments in the hope that they will suddenly be inspired at some point before the deadline passes. Such inspiration happens only to a lucky few! Most students will achieve better results by starting early, planning well and allowing plenty of time. 
Mark your answers to the questions below and then add up your score. It’s no good answering according to what you think are the ‘correct’ answers. Answer truthfully; no one else needs to see your score!
Exercise

	1.
	Yes
	No
	I like to get up early to get started on my academic work.


	2.
	Yes
	No
	I have too much to do before I leave the house in the morning to study at that time of day.



	3.
	Yes
	No
	I plan specific times to do my coursework, to fit in with the other things I have to do, such as work and family responsibilities. 



	4.
	Yes
	No
	I sometimes find it easier to give up on a task if it’s proving to be too difficult and just move on to the next thing.



	5.
	Yes
	No
	I am good at making a list of things to do and sticking to it.


	6.
	Yes
	No
	I often have so many tasks to do that some of them don’t get done.


	7.
	Yes
	No
	If I find a task difficult, I try to identify the easiest part and do it first. 



	8.
	Yes
	No
	I often put off tasks until later, putting myself under pressure to finish.


	9.
	Yes
	No
	If I am faced with several tasks, I have trouble deciding where to start.

	
	
	
	

	10.
	Yes
	No
	I get a lot of satisfaction from finishing a task well before the deadline.


SCORE
Give yourself 2 points for every ‘yes’ to questions 1,3,5,7 and 10.

Deduct 1 point for every ‘yes’ to questions 2, 4, 6, 8 and 9.
Your score:

If you scored at or near the maximum of 10 you are already a well-organised student with a healthy approach to juggling multiple demands on your time. Continue to treat your studies as a priority and use effective methods to ensure you get an early start on your assignments. 
If your score was below 6 then you need to reconsider your approach to studying and work on developing stronger study skills in preparation for moving on to university.  Especially focus on setting aside a bit of time each day to devote to reading and working on assignments. Remember, you always have time for what you put first! 
On the next page you will find more detailed suggestions to help you think through these issues. 
Think about  your answers to the previous exercise 

It is natural to put off unpleasant tasks. Everyone does this occasionally, even the most diligent student.

The problem is that if you make a habit of putting things off until the last minute, you are likely to eventually suffer from stress. And stress can cause problems with your ability to cope with your university course. 
The secret to tackling this behaviour is understanding why you put off doing tasks until the last minute, and then taking steps to improve the situation.

Are you a perfectionist?

Do you harbour the notion that your work is supposed to be perfect before you can hand it in? Do you spend too much time agonising over tiny pieces of your assignment instead of cracking on with getting it done? Do you feel overwhelmed or secretly believe that you can never reach the standards required? 

If so, you may need to realise that sometimes “good enough” really is good enough. Holding yourself to high standards is one thing, but if your standards are impossibly high, they might be counterproductive.  Ask yourself if you would be as harsh in your judgements if you were looking at the course work of a friend, rather than at your own. Perfectionism is the enemy of creation. Let it go! 
On a scale of 1 – 10, how much of a “perfectionist” are you? 

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10


Not at all 







                           Completely
What steps could you take to change this behaviour? Write your steps in statement form below: (e.g. I could set a time limit for each task so that I don’t spend too much time trying to make it ‘perfect’)


Do you worry about failing, even before you start?
It has been said that “Procrastination is simply fear of failure.”  
Procrastination, or using delaying tactics to put off the task at hand, is associated with and is often a result of rampant perfectionism, a very common student ‘ailment’.  If you find yourself thinking too far ahead to the mark you will receive for your work before you have even started your assignment properly, you may be suffering from this ‘ailment’.
The most dangerous thing about procrastination is that it can affect your self-confidence. Being (or feeling) poorly prepared, not managing your time well, and not allowing enough time for studying and completing assignments can cause you to doubt your abilities, when really you just need to work on your time management and study skills a bit more. You can get help with these skills from the learning support staff at your college and (later) at university and, of course, you can practice now with your college course work to overcome this habit. 
On a scale of 1 – 10, how often do you procrastinate?  

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10


Never 







                              All the time
What steps could you take to change this behaviour? Write your steps in statement form below: (e.g. I could try to notice when I am delaying starting a piece of work by distracting myself with more trivial tasks.)

Are you confused about the task?

Too often, students remain silent when they are confused about a task or assignment, perhaps out of fear of looking foolish or ‘annoying’ the tutor. If you have ever held your tongue when your mind was teeming with questions, you may need to rethink your approach! Chances are good that you are not the only one having doubts or feeling confused, so speaking up could help others who are feeling uncertain. Also, if you ask for clarification, you may help the tutor become aware of aspects of the assignment that aren’t as clear as they could be, leading to improvements in the materials.  It is far better to do this at the beginning than to spend time fruitlessly spinning your wheels or growing more anxious about the assignment as time wears on. Remember, the only foolish question is the one that is never asked!  
Do you withhold your questions in hopes that you can somehow get the information you need without admitting your confusion? 

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10


Never 







                              All the time
What steps could you take to change this behaviour? Write your steps in statement form below: (e.g. I could set aside my reluctance to ask questions and make sure that I have a thorough understanding of each task)


Do you lack motivation?

You  have likely made many sacrifices in order to be where you are right now; if you find that you lack motivation to work as hard as you need to, there may be a serious reason for your feelings (such as having chosen a course for which you are not suited).  If this is the case, seek help from your tutor as soon as possible – there are ways of helping you change direction. Or it may be that you are suffering from illness, you’re distracted by other concerns, or you just don’t like what you are doing. Identify the cause, then take action.
How motivated are you to do the work for your course?
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10


Not at all 







                                   Highly
If your level of motivation is below a 6, make an appointment with your tutor or college student support staff to discuss the issue. Do not delay, as this sort of thing is unlikely to sort itself out until you take action. 

Do you have difficulty in prioritising?

Q: How do you chop down a forest? 
A: One tree at a time! 
Perhaps you do make lists of what you have to do, but you can’t decide which is most important, so you spend time running around doing a little bit of this, a little bit of that and getting none of it completed. There are many ‘task management’ methods available for tackling this problem, so take some time to find one that you like and practice it to see how it works for you.  
For example, you could try the ABC-123 approach: 

1. Make your ‘to-do’ list on paper, in no particular order. 
2. Mark each item with A, B or C based upon the descriptions below:
A =  
This task is very important. This task must be done. There would be serious consequences if it is not done. 


e.g. completing a written assignment for college

e.g. paying my rent/mortgage 
B = 
This is a task that I should do but the consequences of not doing it right away are mild (e.g. it may cause someone a bit of inconvenience or displeasure but nothing as serious as the consequences for ‘A’ items) 

e.g. buying and posting a birthday card for my sister 


e.g. answering an email from a friend  
C =
This task is not very important. I would like to do it but there are no real consequences if I can’t manage it 


e.g. clearing out the cupboards for spring cleaning 


e.g. hosting my usual party over the winter holidays  
3. Now review your list and group the As, Bs and Cs together (rewrite your list if necessary)
4. If you have more than one item in each group (which is likely), rank each in order of importance with numbers (e.g. A1, A2, A3; B1, B2, B3; C1, C2, C3, etc.). The first item on the list will likely be the ‘A’ item that has the nearest deadline, the most serious consequences or is quickest and easiest for you to complete.

5. Start with A1 and work your way methodically through the list, crossing them off as you get them done.  NB: You may not be able to work through them in exact order; sometimes an item you’ve marked as low priority (e.g. ‘C2’) will fit in nicely with other items on your list, and that’s fine. The point is to prioritise so that your most urgent, most important tasks get most of your time and attention. 
Weekly Task Grid

Another way of tackling huge task lists is to make a grid, starting with today and planning ahead for one week. List your tasks down the left-hand column and the days of the week across the top. Then assign a day (or days) to each task. This can be especially useful if you have already created an ABC-123 list and broken big projects into smaller steps.  See the example below: 

	Tasks 
	Tue
	Wed
	Thu
	Fri
	Sat 
	Sun
	Mon

	Read / research for essay 2 


	X
	X
	X
	X 
	X
	X
	X

	Create outline for essay 2


	
	
	
	X 
	
	
	

	Write min 250 words for essay 2
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	X 

	Hand in essay 1


	
	X
	
	
	
	
	

	Meet up for group project 


	
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	Call Sarah re: weekend

	
	
	X
	
	
	
	

	Cinema with Chris


	
	
	
	X
	
	
	

	Post birthday card


	X
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Finish bio assignment


	
	X 
	
	
	
	
	

	Start on group project


	
	
	
	
	
	
	X 

	Sarah birthday night out 


	
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Turn in / get more library books
	X 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Hand in bio assignment 
	
	
	X 
	
	
	
	


Using this method, you can organise your list of things to get done each day, breaking down a long, daunting list into more manageable daily plans. There is a blank grid on the next page that you can photocopy, or you can make your own. 
Whatever your method for managing your time and tasks, practice is the key.  Try out various methods and see how they work for you. When you find the one you like best, practice it faithfully. Not only will you get more done, you will probably feel a boost to your self-confidence.  Seeing your progress will also allow you a bit of that most precious and rare commodity for students: true relaxation. When you know you’ve got a grip on your ‘to-do’ list and a plan for getting it all done, you can really enjoy your spare time, stress-free. 

	Tasks 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Summary

All of the issues outlined in this section are fairly common among students, so if you’re struggling with perfectionism, procrastination, confusion about tasks, loss of focus and/or difficulties prioritising, you certainly are not alone. 
Having worked through these exercises, you will now be better prepared to change the behaviours that may cause unnecessary stress, and negatively affect your performance at college (and later at university).  
However, if you continue to struggle with time management or completing all of your work, do not suffer in silence.  Seek help from your college’s learning support staff, your college tutor or SWAP. We all want you to develop your study skills so that you can be successful in your SWAP programme and at university next year, so call upon us if needed. 
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