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This is a guide that you can dip into as you need 
– or use by working through the chapters related 
to a particular aspect of study. You can do as little 
or as much as you find helpful. Of necessity, the 
Handbook focuses on a different aspect of study 
in each chapter. However, in practice, these are 
interconnected: developing one area of your study 
will also help with other aspects.

Finding what you need

 • Each section provides an overview of the cluster 
of study skills it covers.
 • Each chapter begins with an outline of the 
learning outcomes for that chapter. Browsing 
through this list may help you decide whether or 
not you need to read the chapter.
 • Each chapter deals with several topics, and each 
topic is introduced by a heading like the one 
at the top of this page. These headings make it 
easier to browse through to find what you need 
quickly.
 • The index (at the back) gives page references for 
specific topics.

Copiable pages
Pages containing self-evaluations, checklists, 
planners and record sheets may be copied for 
individual re-use. (You may like to enlarge some 
of them onto A3 paper.) If you use such copies, 
keep them with your reflective journal for future 
reference.

Using the website
Additional free material can be found on the 
Palgrave website at www.palgravestudyskills.com. 
You can download some of the resource materials, 
rather than copying these from the book.

Cartoons and page layout
The cartoons and the variety of page layouts act 
primarily as visual memory-joggers. Even if you 
cannot draw well, you can use visual prompts 
such as these in your own notes. The visual 
distinctiveness of the pages along with the page 
headers will also help you to find things more 
quickly within the book. This encourages learning 

How to use The Study Skills Handbook

through different senses, too – see page 4 below 
and Chapter 8 for more details.

The self-evaluation questionnaires
The self-evaluation questionnaires will help you in 
three ways:

 • they break down major study skills into their 
component sub-skills
 • they enable you to pinpoint which components 
make a study skill difficult for you, and to 
identify steps that you missed out in the past. 
Often, once you identify that missing step, it is 
fairly straightforward to address it
 • they enable you to monitor your progress and 
identify your strengths.

Challenging material
If you are returning to study after a few years’ 
absence, or if there are aspects of study that are 
new to you or that proved difficult in the past, 
don’t let these put you off now.

It is very common for students to find that material 
which was difficult the first time around becomes 
comprehensible when they return to it after a gap. 
Even students who find academic language and 
methods unexpected or difficult usually adapt to 
these quite quickly.

Knowledge of specialised terms and of underlying 
theories empowers you as a student. It sharpens 
your thinking, allows you to describe things more 
accurately, and improves your overall performance.

Keeping a journal

This symbol reminds you to note down your 
reflections in your study journal. For details, see 
page 99.

Introducing The Study Skills Handbook2



Where to begin

 • Browse through the Handbook so you 
know roughly what is in it. You may 
not know what to use until you start 
assignments.

 • Read through the Seven approaches 
to learning used by The Study Skills 
Handbook (page 4). The Handbook will 
then make more sense to you.

 • Complete the What would success look 
like for me? questionnaire (page 33). 
This will help you to orientate yourself 
as a student.

 • Use the Study skills: priorities planner 
(page 48) to focus your thinking.

 • If you are unsure where to begin with 
a study skill, use the Self-evaluation 
questionnaire in the appropriate 
chapter to clarify your thinking.

 • Chapters 1–5 cover groundwork and 
study management approaches basic to 
the rest of the Handbook. It is generally 
helpful to gain a grasp of the material 
in these first.

If you are new to Higher 
Education …

Start with Chapter 1. This gives you an 
idea of what to expect as well as guidance 
on what to find out and do in order to 
make sense of Higher Education and take 
control of your experience as a student.

You may also find it helpful, early on, to 
look at:

 • identifying your current skills and 
qualities (Chapter 2)
 • building your confidence in your 
learning abilities (Chapter 3)
 • what will keep you motivated, focused, 
and help performance (Chapter 4)
 • time management (Chapter 5)
 • brushing up on reading skills  
(Chapter 6) and writing skills  
(Chapter 11).

If you have studied for A-levels, BTEC, Access to 
HE diplomas or the International Baccalaureate 
…
You may find that you can browse through the early 
sections of each chapter quite quickly. Chapters 1, 4, 5, 7, 
10, 12 and 13 may be the most useful for you. If you feel 
uncomfortable about a book that uses images as learning 
tools, read page 68 and Chapter 8 on Memory and the 
methods may make more sense.

Dyslexic students

There are now thousands of dyslexic students in Higher 
Education. Many aspects of this book are designed with 
dyslexic students in mind, including:

 • the contents

 • the use of visual images

 • the book’s layout

 • the emphasis on structure

 • the use of varied and multi-sensory approaches to 
learning.

Pace yourself

If you have been away from study for a while, or if you 
are finding study difficult, be kind to yourself. It takes time 
and practice to orientate yourself to the Higher Education 
environment and to develop study habits, especially 
academic writing skills.

Your first-year marks may not count towards the final 
grade, which means you have time to practise and 
improve.

Everybody learns in their own way

There are many avenues to successful study. Experiment. 
Explore. Be creative. Find what suits you best.

Chapters 2–4 encourage you to look for your own learning 
patterns, and make suggestions on how to experiment 
with your learning.

Introducing The Study Skills Handbook 3



Seven approaches to learning

1 Learning can be 
an adventure

It is difficult to learn if you 
are stressed or bored. This 
Handbook encourages 
you to be effective rather 
than virtuous, and to seek 
out ways of making your 
learning more fun. Degree 
courses take several years, 
so you need to find ways 
of making your learning 
enjoyable.

Small children learn 
extraordinary amounts 
without trying particularly 
hard – simply through 
being relaxed, observing, playing, role-playing, 
trying things out, making mistakes, and being 
interested in what they are doing. They don’t 
regard setbacks as failures; they don’t worry about 
what others think; and they don’t tell themselves 
they might not be able to learn. When a child falls 
over, she or he just gets up and moves again, and 
eventually walking becomes easy. Adults can 
learn in this way too – if they allow themselves.

2 Use many senses

The more we use our senses of sight, hearing 
and touch, and the more we use fine muscle 
movements in looking, speaking, writing, 
typing, drawing, or moving the body, the 
more opportunities we give the brain to take 
in information using our preferred sense.

The use of several senses also gives the brain 
more connections and associations, making 
it easier to find information later, which 
assists memory and learning. This book 
encourages you to use your senses to the full 
and to incorporate movement into your study. 
This will make learning easier – and more 
interesting.

3 Identify what 
attracts you

It is easier to learn 
by keeping desirable 
outcomes in mind than 
by forcing ourselves to 
study out of duty. Some 
aspects of study may be 
less attractive to you, 
such as writing essays, 
meeting deadlines or 
sitting exams, and yet 
these also tend to bring 
the greatest satisfaction 
and rewards.

The Study Skills Handbook uses seven approaches to learning.

It is within your power to find in any aspect of 
study the gold that attracts you. For example, 
visualise yourself on a large cinema screen enjoying 
your study – or your later rewards. Hear your own 
voice telling you what you are achieving now. Your 
imagination will catch hold of these incentives and 
find ways of making them happen.

I enjoy finding out 
new things

I love the challenge of 
grappling with new ideas

My reading skills are 
improving every week

Introducing The Study Skills Handbook4



4 Use active learning

We learn with a deeper 
understanding when we are 
both actively and personally 
engaged:

 • juggling information

 • struggling to make sense

 • playing with different 
options

 • making decisions

 • linking information.

For this reason, most pages 
of this book require you 
to do something, however 
small, to increase your active 
engagement with the topic.

5 Take responsibility 
for your learning

As you will see from Chapter 1, it is generally 
understood in Higher Education that:

 • at this level, it is a good thing for students to 
take on increased amounts of responsibility for 
their learning

 • and you will arrive with sufficient preparation 
to be able to study in an independent way for 
much of the week.

It is generally your responsibility to catch up if you 
are not fully prepared in a certain area, especially 
for more basic skills such as spelling or grammar.

6 Trust in your own intelligence

Many students worry in case they are not 
intelligent enough for their course. Some did not 
do well at school, and worry that being a good 
student is ‘not in their genes’. Panic about this 
can, in itself, make it hard to learn. That is why this 
book considers ideas about intelligence (in Chapter 
3) and stress (in Chapter 14). Many students who 
were not ideal pupils at school do extremely well 
at college, following thorough preparation.

7 Personalise 
your learning

Recognise your 
learning preferences
Each of us learns in 
an individual way – 
though we also have 
a lot in common. 
Some theorists divide 
people into ‘types’ 
such as visual, auditory 
and kinaesthetic, 
or introverted and 
extroverted – there 
are lots of ways of 
dividing people up. 
The important thing, 

however, is not to 
discover which ‘type’ you 

are but rather to recognise 
the many different elements that 

contribute to how you yourself learn best.

If you regard yourself as a ‘type’ you may over-
identify yourself with that type. You may then get 
stuck with that image of yourself – and always 
consider yourself a ‘visual introverted’ type, or a 
‘chaotic extrovert’. This may leave you with rigid 
views about the one way you learn. What you need 
to do is experiment with strategies and skills you 
currently under-use. The human brain is highly 
adaptable: able learners move easily between 
different strategies and learning styles, depending 
on the task in hand.

The good thing about being aware of how you 
learn best is that you can adapt your learning 
environment and your approaches to learning to 
fit where you are now. You may also be able to see 
more clearly why you did well or badly at school, 
depending on whether the teaching matched your 
personal learning preferences.

As you are more in charge of your learning at this 
level, this gives you opportunities to personalise 
the learning experience to suit yourself. The 
various chapters of this book provide ideas about 
how you can do this.

Introducing The Study Skills Handbook 5



A new beginning …

From this introduction, you will probably have 
gleaned that an important premise of this book is 
that academic success comes about as the result 
of many factors. Intellectual ability is one, but not 
necessarily the most important of these.
Whatever your experience of academic study 
in the past, this may not be the same in Higher 
Education.

Didn’t achieve well in the past?
Many people who didn’t do well at school find 
that they thrive in the very different atmosphere 
of Higher Education. For some, this is because the 
approaches taken in Higher Education suit them 
better; for others, it is because they take a different 
approach themselves to their work. If you under-
achieved in the past, this may come as welcome 
news. This Handbook was designed to help you 
challenge beliefs that have often led to students 
under-achieving in the past, and offers practical 
steps for managing your current studies.

Have always been good at study?
If you did well in the past, you have the benefit 
of excellent building blocks for study that should 
boost your confidence. Those who gain the 
highest marks are generally keen to find ways of 
studying more effectively. Even excellent students 
can find ways of saving time, fine-tuning their 
study techniques, and adapting their approaches 
to meet the demands of higher level study.

Good strategies count …
Putting in place the right study skills and strategies 
can make a significant difference to academic 
performance. Students are surprised and pleased 
to find that they can achieve well if they develop 
study strategies that are relevant to their ways of 
thinking and working and that draw upon their 
personal interests and preferences.

Developing study skills in context
Even study skills strategies and techniques are not 
much use in a vacuum. These are more likely to be 
effective if they are fine-tuned to the level of study 
and the study context. For Higher Education, this 
means considering such factors as:

 • understanding what is different about studying 
in Higher Education

 • knowing what is required at your level of study

 • understanding the learning process and how 
you can manage that process to best effect

 • being aware of what you want to gain from 
your time in Higher Education in relation to your 
longer-term life and career aims.

Before looking at study skills in depth, the 
following three chapters encourage you to stand 
back and consider these broader contextual issues. 
These provide many of the tools you need for 
applying the specific skills and techniques covered 
in later chapters.

Enjoy the book
I hope you enjoy The 
Study Skills Handbook 
– and your time as a 

student.

Introducing The Study Skills Handbook6



In Higher Education, the key responsibility 
for academic success lies with you. That 
responsibility increases with each level of study. 
This change in emphasis can come as a surprise 
to many students, and can catch many out.

Students who do well tend to be those who 
appreciate, early on, that higher level study is 
different from their previous experience, who 
grasp what this responsibility means, and who 
have the mind-set and strategies to respond 
well to the challenge.

Being in control of your own learning isn’t 
easy. It requires a range of personal skills and 
attributes to manage independent learning 
successfully, to use time well, to interpret 
sensibly what is going on when study seems 
more difficult or your motivation wanes, and 
to adapt your strategies when your current 
ones don’t seem to deliver what you want. 
‘Managing yourself’ is, then, a key aspect of 
managing study.

This section, Managing yourself for study, 
provides background and approaches that help 
you to build a solid foundation in managing 
your studies. It helps you to understand the 
context of Higher Education – and why you 
are expected to take on such responsibility. 
As you are expected to take charge of your 
own learning, it is useful to understand what 
‘learning’ is about so that you gain insights into 
how to do this well. It looks at the range of 
skills and understandings typically expected of 
students at this level, so that you can check for 
yourself whether you are on the right track.

Part A

Managing yourself for study

1 Success as a student

2 Developing your skills

3 Successful study: intelligence, strategy and 
personalised learning

4 The C·R·E·A·M strategy for learning

5 Time management as a student

7Managing yourself for study
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Make the experience work for you

In Higher Education, success lies largely in your own hands. Although help and guidance is provided, it is 
up to you to take the initiative. This means being active on your own behalf.

Put the hours in
Expertise is largely a factor of 
how many hours you spend on 
an activity. This applies to study 
as for other skills.

Using that time effectively is, of 
course, also important.

Make wise choices that 
work for you

Choose ...

 • the right degree 
subject

 • the right modules or 
topics for your level

 • the right use of your 
time in class and 
outside of class

to achieve what you want 
to do.

Be well informed

Investigate. Read.

Ask. Double check.

Use the opportunities 
available
Use resources, support 
and facilities on campus, 
online, in the local 
area, through student 
organisations.

Use feedback from tutors.

Take extra classes, 
learn new skills, stretch 
yourself.

Learn something outside 
of your subject area – 
take up a new language 
or complete an enterprise 
project.

Use chances of a work 
placement or year 
abroad.

Network with other 
students.

Make friends for life.

Develop the right 
mind-set
Intellectually curious 
and open to new 
perspectives.

Strongly motivated and 
determined to succeed.

Resilient, persistent and 
persevering.

Understand university level 
study
How and why is it different from 
previous levels of education?

What is expected of you?

What do you need to know 
about the conventions and 
culture?

What is seen as important, 
and gets good marks, in your 
subject?

Decide what you  
want …

 • from your study

 • from the broader 
experience of being in 
Higher Education.

Think through …

 • how your studies 
contribute to your 
broader life plan and 
career ambitions

 • how other 
opportunities at 
college or university 
can forward your 
ambitions.

Take charge

Plan how you will use your 
time as a student to gain your 
broader life and career aims.

Don’t wait to be told – find out.

Don’t wait to be asked – do it.

Don’t wait to be inspired – 
inspire yourself.

Don’t wait for opportunities – 
create them.

Don’t rely only on feedback 
from others; learn to make 
sound evaluations of your own 
work.

Success as a student10
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What is expected from you?

As a student, you are expected to have  
the following characteristics.

Independence
You must be able 
to ‘stand on your 
own two feet’. 
However, there is 
help available. The 
Student Union and 
Student Services 
will have details.

Self-motivation

Openness to working with others
You will need  
to organise  
study sessions  
with friends.

Ability to work things out for yourself

Ability to set goals to improve your work

Ability to organise your time
You need to keep track of time. You must:

 • know when and 
where you should 
be for scheduled 
classes, events and 
exams
 • know when work 
has to be handed in
 • keep to deadlines 
for handing in work.

(See Chapter 5.)

Ability to work out when and how you 
learn best

It’s not like at school where you were stuck in a classroom 
from 9 till 4 and teachers told you what you needed to do. 

– Ade, first-year student

Whoopee!!  
B+! Next time  

I want an A!

On second thoughts 
maybe I do work better 

indoors, in the daytime.

Find out what help 
is available.

You have to be 
able to work on 
your own a lot.

‘How successful 
was the 1944 

Education Act?’

MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY

9–10 put notes 
in order

Ecology 
lecture
Rm G10

prepare 
for botany 
seminar

10–11 lecture
Dr Shah
Rm X22

11–12 do plan 
(Science 
Report)

Botany 
Seminar
Rm R21

It’s terrible! The 
lecturers expect 
us to tell them all 

the answers!

To cope at this level, you need to be reasonably 
good at:

 • adapting to new people and environments
 • surviving in potentially very large groups
 • being flexible in your learning style.

Success as a student 11
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see university level study; 

independent study 
experience, learning from 36, 44, 
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blog 20
communications 259, 261, 262
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process 67–71 
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tables; quartiles

numerator 226, 241
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flawed reasoning 187, 189, 190–1

recording achievement 55–7, 117, 
386

recording information 176 (see notes), 
182, 185
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proposal 343, 346, 347
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pitfalls 369–70
strategies 371
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search tools 154–5, 158
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Spearman, C. 61
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managing distractions and 
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