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Students do not always make the most of the feedback they receive from tutors and teachers. Some may ignore or dismiss remarks without giving them much thought; others may fixate on critical comments and develop negative feelings about the entire exercise. Yet, in many ways, the feedback you receive is even more important than the mark or grade you are awarded in the end.   

Receiving critical feedback from others can be a bit uncomfortable, but it is a necessary and very important part of the learning process. 
During your year at college, feedback, in the form of critical comments or marked work, can be an effective way for you to ensure that you understand the course material and are progressing towards your aim of continuing in Higher Education.  After receiving comments on your work, you will be better equipped to evaluate your own progress and answer the questions: 
· What am I doing well? 

· How can I improve? 

The way you receive feedback at college may be different to how you will receive it at university. Although the form or method may change, the essential reason for receiving feedback will remain the same: to allow you to evaluate your learning, make adjustments and continue to improve. Each bit of feedback you receive should be looked upon as an ‘opportunity for growth’ rather than a negative comment about your knowledge or skills.  

Examinations 
Some students look upon examinations with dread and spend far too much time and energy agonising over the outcome. At the opposite end of the spectrum, other students fail to give adequate time or attention to preparing for exams (often with less than stellar results).
Formal exams are still the most common way for your university to evaluate your understanding of the material you are studying, so it is wise to accept that exams will be an important part of your life for the next few years.  Use the information in this section to explore your understanding of university exams and what will be required of you. 

University Feedback 

Take a moment to think about what you expect at university in terms of feedback and evaluation. Mark the statements below as T (true) or F (false): 

____
1. Feedback at university will be mainly in the form of final exams. 
____
2. There are no second chances at university. Once you have handed in a piece of work, you will not get another shot at improving it. 

____
3. You will only get feedback on completed assignments. Lecturers will not comment on works-in-progress. 

____
4. Lecturers do not generally offer individual feedback on written assignments. 
____
5. Lecturers do not like it when you query their marks or ask for further feedback after you have received your marks. 

____
6. All feedback will be given in writing. 
____
7. The only way to be sure that you have really understood the material is to pass the exam at the end of the year. 
____   8. It is not permitted to look at exam papers from previous years of the same course.  

____  
9. I will receive all of my marked final examinations several weeks after all exams have finished. 

____
10. All marks/grades at university are final and cannot be changed. 

Turn to the next two pages for some comments on the above statements. 

1. Feedback at university will be mainly in the form of final exams. 

There is a common misconception that, at university, you will not receive any feedback until it is “too late” (i.e. until after your have sat your final exams). On the contrary, you can get feedback regularly and throughout the academic year, via marked written assignments as well as through verbal comments from tutors in tutorials and in response to group work.
2. There are no second chances at university. Once you have handed in a piece of work, you will not get another shot at improving it. 

This is true, to a certain extent. Unlike colleges, most universities mark the first version that you hand in and you will not be offered an opportunity to submit a corrected version later.  However, see number 3 (below).
3. You can only get feedback on completed assignments. Academics will not comment on works-in-progress. 

False. You certainly can – and should – request feedback on your works-in-progress, especially if you’re feeling a bit shaky about the assignment. If your departmental tutor is unable to meet with you, contact your university’s ‘Effective Learning’ or ‘Student Support’ section and make an appointment. Whilst they cannot provide you with feedback on the subject per se, the advisors will be happy to review your work and give you feedback on general points such as structure, clarity of expression and referencing. 

4. Lecturers do not generally offer individual feedback on written assignments. 

False. Although you may initially receive feedback indirectly (e.g. by collecting a marked paper from the departmental office) that does not mean that you are prohibited from contacting the tutor who marked it. Simply send an email requesting an appointment (or, in some cases, request feedback via email). 
5. Lecturers do not like it when you query their marks or ask for further feedback. 

Most academics are happy to expand upon their reasons for marking as they have done, provided you do not approach them with pitchforks and burning torches! Asking for feedback is a sign of an interested student who is keen to identify areas for future improvement, and most teachers thoroughly enjoy students like that. Just keep in mind how you would wish to be approached in similar circumstances and treat your lecturers/tutors accordingly. A respectful query will usually be treated with a respectful response. 

6. All feedback will be given in writing. 

False. Although formal assignments and examinations are marked with comments and grades, some of the best feedback you could hope for may be received in person, around the discussion table at your weekly tutorial or during a conversation with your tutor. Don’t worry that you’re being a pest; as mentioned above, tutors generally enjoy teaching people who obviously care about the subject and are striving to do well.  They won’t ‘spoon-feed’ you the answers but they will certainly give you constructive comments and guidance on how to achieve good results.
7. The only way to be sure that you have really understood the material is to pass the exam at the end of the year. 

Well, yes; ultimately, your end-of-year exam results will tell the tale. But why wait until it’s too late to find out if you have grasped the material? It may seem that this is the fate of all students -- but only for those who sit back and take no action.  You are expected to be an ‘independent’ student at university and part of that entails a responsibility to evaluate your own learning and seek additional help if required. There are many ways to evaluate your own learning; you can create mini tests for yourself using flash cards; you can attempt to explain the material to a friend (real or imaginary); you can even... see question number eight below!
8. It is not permitted to look at exam papers from previous years of the same course.  

Oh, yes it is! In fact, this is a top tip for any student facing an examination. Your university probably will provide you with access to past exams dating back at least a few years in each subject. The questions will, of course, be different; however, if you compare three or four years’ worth of exams, you may notice a pattern or a general trend in the subjects covered on exams from year-to-year. This kind of information/insight can be invaluable at exam time, as it can guide the focus of your revision. That doesn’t mean you can afford to focus exclusively on those subjects, because anything you have covered in the academic year may appear on an exam; however, it can help you decide how much time to spend on each subject when you’re reviewing.  
Example (University of Glasgow):
http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/library/searchfor/electronicexampapers/
9. I will receive all of my marked final examinations several weeks after all exams have finished. 

No, this is unlikely to happen. These days, it is more likely that you will receive your marks electronically -- and only after you log in to the student portal and view them online. It may be possible to see your actual marked papers, but you probably will have to make a request for this from your department or the university’s student services. Also, universities seldom mark as quickly as students would wish; it can take several weeks, so try to be patient.
10. All marks/grades at university are final and cannot be changed. 

Generally speaking, your exam and written assignment marks are final, which is why it is so important to check your understanding throughout the course and not leave it all until the last minute. There are exceptions, of course, but changes to exam/essay marks will be few and far between, and would require good cause to be attempted. Far better to develop good habits of self-evaluation to ensure that you are happy with your marks in the first instance. 
Keep Things in Perspective

There is one other very important point to keep in mind: each piece of marked work is only part of the overall picture.  Each report, each essay, each exam only counts for a certain percentage of your overall university mark.  And in many Scottish universities, your marks in first and second year may only serve to help you get a place in an Honours programme; after that, you will start over from a clean slate in terms of your marks, so only those you received in third and fourth year will have a direct impact on your final classification of degree. Keep this in mind when you’re feeling panicky about exams in first year. 
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In addition, the first assessments you encounter at university are likely to be ‘weighted’ less than later assessments will be. For example: 

Your first report or essay may be worth only 5% or 10% of your mark for that module. 
Subsequent assessments (e.g. a second essay or report; a group project or presentation) may be ‘weighted’ slightly more (e.g. 15% or 20%). 
Finally, your end-of-year exam may carry greater ‘weight’ (usually anywhere from 50% to 80% of the total). 
This kind of course design gives you an opportunity to make mistakes at the beginning of the year -- without demolishing your chances for a good overall mark.  So if your early results are a bit disappointing, don’t panic.  Instead, look upon it as an opportunity to request further feedback, figure out where you went wrong and correct it for the next time.  By this process, you will gradually improve and be well-placed for achieving better results in later assessments. 
Examinations

Are you terrified of examinations? This is a common worry (especially among mature students) so you are not alone. The secret of success is to confront any fears you have, and devise ways of overcoming them, rather than ‘burying your head in the sand’ to avoid thinking about them. 

You will feel more confident and you will perform better if you have prepared well for your exams, so make it a priority. 
Answer the questions below with ‘yes’ or ‘no’. 
Exercise

1.
When I start to study for an exam, I find lots of things to distract me.

2.   No matter how much work I do, I am sure to do badly in an exam.

3.   I do much better in essays and assignments than in examinations.

4.   I find it difficult to sleep the night before an exam.

5.   When I start an exam I find my mind goes blank

6.   When I am in the exam room I experience symptoms such as an upset

      stomach, a fast heart rate, a headache or other bad feelings.

7.   Although I know the information, I find it difficult to organise the material

      once I am in the exam room.

8.   I find it difficult to get all the questions finished within the time allocated

      for the exam.

9.   When the exam is over, I suddenly realise all the things I should

      have written.

Now score 2 points for each ‘no’.
A little bit of worry or anxiety over exams is healthy and normal; it may often be the catalyst that ensures that you will study hard and put the effort in to achieve good marks. 

However, if you scored below 12 points on the previous page, you may be worrying excessively.  You should make it a priority to develop some coping strategies for exams to diminish your fears and help you perform better. Don’t worry; many people lack confidence in their ability to cope with examinations, especially if their school experience of examinations has left them unhappy. But learning to cope with exams is a skill in itself and one that you will develop and improve upon over the course of your university career.  
Have a look at the suggestions on the next page and think about what you need to do to feel prepared. 

Preparing for Exams
Think of examinations in three stages: before, during and after.

You can rid yourself of some of your fears but remember that (as with acting, singing, public speaking, competitive sport, etc.) some adrenaline is necessary -- and even desirable -- to ensure a good performance.
Before the Exam
· Have you found a suitable place for study? 
· While not every home can offer a separate study, make it a priority to find a quiet corner that is ‘yours’ for the duration of your course. Try to get others in your household to agree that, when you are in your study space, you are not to be disturbed.

· If that is impossible, schedule a regular time to spend in your local library or community centre. While your university library will offer quiet study areas, their facilities can often be oversubscribed, especially at exam time (and they’re not always very ‘quiet’) 
· Think about what you know, not about what you don’t know. The trick in examinations is to maximise the information you have, and it is counter-productive to panic at the last minute over aspects you haven’t studied thoroughly. To do so will only distract and distress you. If you have attended lectures and tutorials, completed course work and reviewed your notes, you are as prepared as you can be for the exam. Relax. 
· Look after yourself. Get a good night’s sleep if you can or at least a good rest. Eat well. Don’t depend on coffee to keep you alert, and avoid alcohol in the day or two immediately prior to your exam.  Drink plenty of water; even mild dehydration can cause headaches, make you sleepy and make it difficult to concentrate. 
The Exam
· Arrive in good time, but not too early. If you arrive too early you may be involved in the mass hysteria that seems to prevail when students gather before an exam. You may overhear others talking about things that you haven’t studied extensively or telling ‘horror stories’ about how difficult the exams are. Avoid becoming entangled with these ideas. 
· Pay attention to your breathing. Anxiety tends to cause rapid, shallow breathing, when what you need are deep, calming breaths. Before you enter the exam room (and again when you first sit down to take the exam), take a few ‘7/11’ breaths (this is when you breathe in deeply for a fast count of seven and breathe out for a fast count of eleven).  Many people find that ‘7/11’ breathing helps them to relax and release tension.   
· If you feel yourself panicking during the exam, sit back for a moment or two, close your eyes and concentrate on breathing deeply. Remember that a single exam cannot make (or break) your university career. If you have done the preparation, you can pass.
· Don’t worry about what others around you are doing. Just concentrate on doing your best.

After the Exam
· As soon as you leave the exam hall, try to forget all about it. Although this is easier said than done, you should try to remind yourself that you have done the work and the results are now out of your hands. 
· Many students congregate after exams and compare notes. Avoid these ‘post-mortem’ sessions with your classmates. They may only result in feelings of dismay or anxiety when you realise that you forgot a key piece of information or answered incorrectly. Again, remind yourself that the work is done and the results are out of your hands. 

· When you do get your results, focus on your successes and congratulate yourself. Try to imagine how you would react if a dear friend of yours showed you similar results, and make sure that your ‘self-talk’ is as encouraging as that you would give to a good friend. 

· If you are disappointed with your results, make an appointment with your course tutor and get to the bottom of it. You will only improve if you identify the problem and address it. Burying your head in the sand will only make you feel worse -- and won’t help you with the next exam. 
· Try to look upon any ‘failures’ as ‘opportunities’. The old adage is applicable here: 

The only difference between 

stumbling blocks and stepping stones 

is how we use them.
On the following pages, you will find some practical information to help you perform well on exams. 
Keywords in examination questions

It is important to understand the keywords in any examination. These keywords point you directly to the way in which you should structure your answer to the question.

Look at the examples below and try to say what each one means. Then look at the suggestions on the next page.
Exercise

If you are asked to ‘ANALYSE’
…………………………………………………………………………………………..............................................................................................................................
If you are asked to ‘COMPARE’
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

If you are asked to ‘CONTRAST’
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

If you are asked If you are asked to ‘Describe’
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

If you are asked to ‘EVALUATE’
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

If you are asked to ‘EXPLAIN’
………………………………………………………...............................................
…………………………………………………………………………………………

Keywords in examination questions

Here are some suggestions for the ‘Keywords’ exercise.
ANALYSE 

To answer a question asking you to ‘analyse’ you must break the topic down into parts and show how all the parts relate to each other.

e.g. ‘Analyse the components which make a healthy meal’

COMPARE

To answer a question asking you to ‘compare’ you must show how two (minimum) parts/items/themes have both similarities and differences.

e.g. ‘Compare the climates of North and South America’.

CONTRAST

To answer a question asking you to 'contrast’ you must demonstrate how two or more items/themes are different.

e.g.'Contrast methods of farming in France and Britain.’

DESCRIBE

To answer a question asking you to 'describe’ you must give very detailed information on the topic/theme.

‘Describe the features of an Egyptian tomb.’
EVALUATE

To answer the question asking you to 'evaluate’ you must present arguments both for and against the topic/theme.

e.g 'Evaluate the impact of climate change on Africa.’

EXPLAIN

To answer a question asking you to 'explain’ you must give all the necessary facts to make the topic/theme easy to understand.

e.g.'Explain the reasons for the first World War.’


1. Get yourself organised
The key to successful revision is to be fully aware of what your course is about – this means that you need to have a full set of lecture notes, handouts and notes from your own supplementary reading. Once you have all that in place, then you are ready to begin.

2. Make links
Go to the past exam papers (possibly available in your library or online) and identify the style of questions, the topics that frequently come up and match these against the learning objectives (or outcomes) of your course and the time devoted to these topics in the lecture programme. Make a list of these topics and identify which you have covered in tutorials or assignments. From this list select the topics that you intend to revise, making sure that you have some topics ‘in reserve’ so that, should your favourite topics not come up, you still have options open to you.

3. Think ahead
Create a blank timetable of the time you have before your exam. Working backwards from the date of your exam, plot in other commitments and then block in the time that you have available to cover your chosen topics. Be sure to leave some time for daily things such as eating, shopping and relaxing.

4. Revising

For some people, revision is a chore that quickly becomes boring and unproductive. To ensure that you are engaged with what you are trying to learn, you might think about reducing your lecture notes, handouts and other materials to short notes (e.g. on note cards or sticky notes). Alternatively, you might think of recording yourself reading your notes aloud; you can then listen to these as you travel or do other things when you are not studying. Much of this will depend on your favoured natural learning style.

5. Think about ‘double’ questions

Sometimes exam questions draw on more than one topic from the course, so it is important to think about logical connections, comparisons or contrasts that just might ask you to cover two topics in a single question. For example a question such as “Consider whether Napoleon’s contribution to the French legal system outweighed his contribution to France’s international power” requires an understanding of both the legal code and international policies.

6. Involve others 

Some people find that discussing the topics with friends doing the same course by quizzing each other can be a useful way of imprinting the ideas in their minds. Family members act as oral examiners. Voicing your answers can provide a rehearsal for the exam and this kind of activity also makes those around you feel less distanced from your activities.

7. Practise planning answers

Working out plans for potential questions is a good revision tactic. It not only helps you to work out logical connections between the points of an argument or the sequence of operations you might need to perform in the exam, but it also helps you to do this quickly and efficiently in the exam. Sometimes you will receive a mark or two for the plan if you have been unable to finish an answer but seem to have been writing on the right lines.

8. Work out the timings

Before the exam, work out exactly how much time that you will have to answer each question, ensuring that you take into account time needed for reading the question, doing a brief plan, writing your answer and checking it afterwards.

9. Practise writing answers

Many students find that they have difficulty writing to a time limit so it is worthwhile trying to write your answer against the clock. You need to discipline yourself not to write beyond the allotted span of time as you won’t be able to overrun beyond the end of the allocated time on the day.

10. Specialist terms

While marks may not be deducted for misspelling of general vocabulary, you may find that penalties are imposed if you misspell subject-specific words. For example, a politics student would be expected to know how to spell “government” or a biology student would be expected to know how to spell “mitochondrion.”

1. Be prepared

Check out the date, time and location of the exam. Make sure that you know how long it will take to travel to the exam hall, where you can park (if necessary) and that you have all the necessary equipment such as pens, calculators, highlighters and watch. Mobile phones are not allowed in exams.
2. Think ahead

Rehearse the time that you can allocate to each question on the paper and have prepared plans for potential questions (See Tips for Revision). Be sure that you know what format the exam takes – essay answers, worked examples, multiple choice questions, short answer questions or open book.

3. Think positively

If you have worked at your revision and have practised well, then you should be confident in your ability to handle whatever the exam paper contains. If you have not prepared as well as you might, then this is the time to put your brain in gear and attempt to answer as fully as you can. Blank paper gains no marks and if you apply yourself, you may well be able to squeeze some marks even out of the most unlikely questions.

4. Confront your nerves

Even the best prepared student can be overcome by nerves. But nerves can also be a good thing; they can sharpen your senses and provide you with a focused frame of mind. Often the nerves diminish once the paper is turned over and you can see what you have to work on. If your favourite topics have not turned up, then take a deep breath and focus on the strongest alternatives on the paper. You may surprise yourself about what you know.

5. Making choices

Sometimes students are ‘spoilt for choice’ in that they are faced with many ‘good’ questions, all of which they feel they could answer well. A good way to make that choice is to give each question a score out of 5 (high) as a reflection of how strong they feel their answer would be on that question. Clearly, those that score highest are the ones to tackle.

6. Stick to the time plan

There is evidence that suggests that the marks you gain from spending extra time on one question are less than the marks you could gain from stopping that one on time and moving on to a new question.

7. Checking over your work

In the rush to get your thoughts on paper and to keep to the time limit, it is all too easy to make slips. Make an allowance of time in your time-plan for the exam to go over your answers and to check for spelling and grammar mistakes, as well as factual and logical errors. Be sure that you have included all work and that you remember basics such as entering the units in your answer.

8. Being methodical

Do not be put off by others around you who have ripped straight into an answer. Take time to consider the question and to plan your answer so that it responds to the actual question (rather than the one you would have liked to have been asked).
9. Developing skills

Taking exams at university will eventually become routine and you may even begin to enjoy that feeling of being on top of your subject – that is, engaging in deep learning. However, it takes time to develop exam skills and you should welcome the chance to develop these skills as you work through your courses. While exemptions from exams are often welcome (and some students specifically adopt this as a strategy to avoid exams) in the long term, this means a missed opportunity at becoming a good examinee and this may have an impact on your performance in final year exams.
10. Assessment

Examination assessment should reflect the stated aims and objectives of the course. In some subjects, it may be possible to gain “full marks” that reflect the classification of degrees. You should be informed of how your exams will be marked and what the repercussions are if you do not perform satisfactorily and this may involve undertaking a re-sit examination.

Acknowledgement

SWAPWest would like to thank Top-Up Programme, University of Glasgow, On-Track Project, Glasgow Caledonian University, SWAPEast and University of Edinburgh for the use of their materials and resources.


































Revision








Exams








PAGE  
12
2013

