Lesson Plan, No. 10

Exams Don’t Need To Be Stressful!

	AIMS:
· To provide students with an understanding of what exams are really about.
· To give students strategies for studying for and writing exams.



Most students dislike or hate exams, and many students struggle to do well in exams. You might find you, as a student, are uncertain about what is expected of you in an exam, or you’re not sure how to study. Maybe you struggle with the exam situation itself: you always run out of time, or your mind goes blank when you see the question. This lecture seeks to give you strategies and tips to cope with all of those things. Hopefully, you will be able to use these strategies to feel better about and perform better in exams.

To break the ice and make this lecture a little more fun, we’ll start by watching this YouTube video about exam writing. [Max. 5 minutes]
Lecturer’s note: This video is just to add some lightness to the topic, and perhaps to illustrate what not to do in an exam. Pick whichever video suits best.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-VM0XCvKNP0 [Mr Bean skit about exams – 3:22 minutes]
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DqmWsUyrqqw [Child helpline add from the UK – 1:42]


Outline:
1. What are exams all about?
2. What should you study?
3. Practical Study Tips
4. In the Exam
5. Questions

SECTION ONE: What are exams all about? [Max. 5 Minutes]
This section should really emphasise that exams are not an exercise in showing off all the knowledge students have studied; they are an exercise in answering specific questions. This difference is vitally important for students to understand.

There is a common misconception amongst students regarding what exams are about. Most students seem to think that exams are about showing off to the marker everything they know; they think they need to prove to the marker they have studied. The result of this conception of exams is that, when students see a question in the exam with a theory/event/concept in it that they have studied, they simply ‘word vomit’ everything they know about that topic onto the page.
In fact, exams are not an exercise in showing off knowledge. They are an exercise in properly understanding and properly answering questions. A marker is not looking for an answer this most information in it; a marker is looking for an answer which is relevant to the question and which has been well argued and well supported. This distinction is important to understand, because it informs how you approach exams.

SECTION TWO: What should you study? [Max. 10 Minutes]
This section needs to emphasise the importance of thorough studying and revision!

Although you have just learnt that exams are not about showing off as much knowledge as possible, you still need to realise the importance of studying and preparing for exams. Exams are an exercise in building a good, well-supported argument. To build a good, well-supported argument, you need to have an arsenal of knowledge at your disposal, to draw on in the exam.

There are a couple of sources you should be drawing on when you study:
· Your lecture notes: lecture notes are helpful because they give the broad understanding of each topic, and frame how the lecturer would like you to understand that topic. Lectures are a way to introduce you to the key theories and concepts of each topic. However, lecture notes should not be relied on as the only revision source. Perhaps mention that getting class notes from friends for lectures missed is a good idea.
· Course readings: the course readings are vital to your preparation. These will help you flesh out on points raised in lectures, and will give you arguments and points to use in your exam essays. Often, it is helpful to skim through your class notes, read thoroughly and take notes on the course readings, and then combine the information from the two in a new set of notes. This encourages you to piece together the course content in a way you understand and to think critically about it.
· Past exams papers: a fantastic way to practice for exams and get a feel for what questions might be is to work through past papers. You can find past papers on the Past Papers Vula tab.
· Returned course assignments: it is worth looking over the feedback in your returned course assignments. Comments from your tutor should alert you to both writing and content mistakes you have made, or to strong points you have made which you might be able to re-use in the exam.
· Peer study: it is also helpful to study with friends. Your peers may give you provide you with fresh perspectives and case studies, or be able to explain things you did not understand.

Ideally, you should make use of all of these sources to study.

SECTION THREE: Practical Study Tips [Max. 10 Minutes]

A few practical strategies for studying are:
· Start by reviewing the course outline. Make a list of all the sections to be studied, and notes on key concepts/theorists in each section. Note which sections you already know well and which you do not.
· Make a revision timetable. A revision timetable will help you structure your studying, and ensure (if you stick to it) that you cover everything you need to. Be realistic. Be disciplined.
· After you have studied each topic, try to summarise that topic on one page. Possibly try brainstorm potential exam questions.
· Put yourself under exam conditions while you do past papers or practice questions.

A note on ‘spotting’: Spotting is both a useful study tool and something which you need to practice with caution. Often, the content of the course is too much to be able to study each topic to the necessary level of detail. This is where leaving out one or two topics – preferably your least favourite, the ones you found most difficult, or the ones you think will not appear in the exam – is helpful. However, if you know there will be six essay questions to choose from, do not only study six topics. You may not guess the correct topics and then you will have limited options in the exam. Spotting successfully is about striking a balance between studying enough to have choices in the exam, and reducing your study load so that you can study fewer topics properly.

SECTION FOUR: In the Exam [Max. 10 Minutes]
This section is simply to highlight strategies for during the exam which will help students improve their exam writing.

Once in are in the exam, there are strategies you can use to producing a good exam essay. All of them are informed by an understanding of exams as exercises in answering specific questions well, rather than knowledge showing-off.

1. Read the Question!
Spend a few minutes reading through the questions on offer. Pick the questions for which you feel you will be able to build the strongest, most sophisticated argument – these may necessarily be the questions for which you have studied the most. Once you have selected the question you will do, read it again. Make sure you really understand what it is asking you to do. Look beyond the topic it is about, and decide whether the question is asking you to describe, define, analyse, compare, be critical etc.

2. Plan!
It is worth taking five minutes before you start writing to plan what you will say. Jot bullet points or a mind map in pencil in the exam book, outlining the stance you will take on the question (your argument) and what your key points will be. This will give your answer structure, and hopefully prevent you from rambling or becoming confusing in your answer. Bear in mind that you probably do not have time in the exam to make more than three main points/supporting arguments.

3. Manage your time!
Managing your time is important to exam success. Divide the time you have for the exam between the questions you have to answer (e.g. two essay questions in two hours = 60 minutes per question). Divide this further into two minutes for understanding the question, five minutes for planning, 45 minutes for writing, and five minutes to read through your answer. If you find yourself going more than five minutes into the time allotted to the second question, stop with the first and move on. You will get more marks by attempting both questions than rambling on for one and not doing the other.

General tips for keeping calm during the exam:
· Be prepared.
· If you need to, stay away from friends who stress too much before the exam.
· Bring an extra pen.
· Write neatly and in paragraphs – never underestimate the value of this!
· Be sure to demonstrate in your answers that you understand the points salient to answering the questions.
· Dress comfy – some venues at UCT require very warm clothing in wintertime!

SECTION FIVE: Questions [Remaining Time]
Depending on how motivated the class is, there may be a number of stress-driven questions about the exam here! Be prepared to answer them as much as possible.
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