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is a series of books designed to help students and
newly qualified professionals to develop their skills, capabilities, attitudes
and qualities so that they can apply them intelligently and in ways which

will benefit them on their courses and careers. The series includes accessible and user
friendly guides to improving a range of essential life-long skills and abilities in a
variety of areas, including:
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Essential Study Skills will be an invaluable aid to all students on a range of higher
education courses and professionals who need to make presentations, write effective
reports or search for relevant information.
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This book, and the series of which it is a part, is designed to help you be successful on
your course, your career and in your life.

If you are just starting your course or thinking about improving your skills for work
then this book will be an invaluable aid. It will help you to develop in an easy to use
way skills and abilities in:

WWrriittiinngg  eessssaayyss  aanndd  rreeppoorrttss..

NNuummeerraaccyy..

PPrreesseennttiinngg  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn..

CCoommmmuunniiccaattiinngg  yyoouurr  iiddeeaass..

Using this book and others in the series will help you to gain more ccoonnffiiddeennccee in your
writing, presentation skills and using computers. You will lleeaarrnn  hhooww  ttoo  lleeaarrnn and to
ttrraannssffeerr  yyoouurr  sskkiillllss to new situations and problems in your studies and career.

Academic and vocational courses at most universities make many competing demands
on students. Further and higher education is very diverse and asks many things from
students. Consider the following:

MMoosstt  ccoouurrsseess  aarree  nnooww  mmoodduullaarriisseedd..  TThhiiss  mmeeaannss  tthheerree  iiss  aa  ddiivveerrssiittyy  ooff  mmeetthhooddss  ffoorr
aasssseessssmmeenntt  wwhhiicchh  mmeeaannss  ddiiffffeerreenntt  kkiinnddss  ooff  sskkiillllss  aanndd  qquuaalliittiieess  aarree  ddeemmaannddeedd  ffoorr
ssuucccceessss..

3070-prelims.qxd  3/19/03  12:09 PM  Page ix    (Black plate)



(���	����	����	����	���	���

''

''

''

''

(��	��	��������	�����	������	����)

''

3070-prelims.qxd  3/19/03  12:09 PM  Page ix    (PANTONE Green CV plate)



+  � ! � � " � # � 
 � # � $ � % � � ! "

TThheerree  iiss  aa  ggrreeaatteerr  eemmpphhaassiiss  oonn  iinnddeeppeennddeenntt  lleeaarrnniinngg..  TThhiiss  mmeeaannss  mmoorree  pprreessssuurree  oonn
ttuuttoorrss  wwhhoo  hhaavvee  lliittttllee  ttiimmee  ttoo  tteeaacchh  ssttuuddyy  sskkiillllss  aanndd  mmoorree  pprreessssuurree  oonn  ssttuuddeennttss  ttoo
ttaakkee  rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy  ffoorr  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  lleeaarrnniinngg..

IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn  iinn  tthhee  wwoorrlldd’’ss  lliibbrraarriieess  aanndd  ddaattaabbaasseess  iiss  ddoouubblliinngg  eevveerryy  ffiivvee  yyeeaarrss..
TThhiiss  rreeqquuiirreess  aann  aabbiilliittyy  ttoo  mmaannaaggee  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn  mmoorree  eeffffiicciieennttllyy  ffoorr  eeffffeeccttiivvee  uussee  iinn
lleeaarrnniinngg  ssiittuuaattiioonnss  aanndd  ffoorr  sskkiillllss  iinn  lliitteerraattuurree  sseeaarrcchhiinngg..

RReegguullaattoorryy  bbooddiieess  hhaavvee  sseett  sskkiillllss  bbeenncchhmmaarrkkss..  IInn  tthhee  UUKK  aallll  ccoouurrsseess  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonn
hhaavvee  ttoo  sseett  mmiinniimmuumm  bbeenncchhmmaarrkkss  ffoorr  ttrraannssffeerraabbllee  sskkiillllss..  TThheessee  aarree  bbuuiilltt  iinnttoo  tthhee
aasssseessssmmeenntt  ccrriitteerriiaa  ooff  mmoodduulleess  aanndd  ccoouurrsseess..

PPrrooffeessssiioonnaallss  aarree  rreeqquuiirreedd  ttoo  ddeemmoonnssttrraattee  ccoonnttiinnuuiinngg  sskkiillllss  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt..  TThhiiss  mmeeaannss
tthheerree  iiss  aa  nneeeedd  ffoorr  sskkiillllss  bbooookkss  tthhaatt  aarree  rreelleevvaanntt  ttoo  tthhee  mmooddeerrnn  wwoorrlldd..

Students are required not only to be literate, numerate and have computer
competency but to acquire and exhibit capabilities, attitudes and qualities necessary
for inclusion in the modern world. This book and the others in the series will teach
you the necessary skills and also provide you with the capabilities to think for yourself
and the attitudes to apply your knowledge and qualities, which will define your
character. Our approach to skills, which you can see in the following table, is one that
includes acquiring technical abilities in terms of the development of you as a person
for maximising opportunities during your studies and transferring these for success in
the diverse, changing and competitive world beyond university. 

The series has been designed to help you develop your skills, capabilities, attitudes
and qualities so that you can apply them intelligently and in ways that will benefit you
in your course and employment. Using the series from the start of your course and in
your job will make your more effective, efficient, confident and more able to take on
new and exciting challenges in your life.

Chris Hart

Series Editor
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has not been constructed as the typical heavy duty academic
textbook, but has rather been designed to help students navigate their way
through the many exacting tasks that face them throughout their academic

life. It has been prepared as a ‘companion guide’ that students can use again and again
at every phase in their undergraduate programme. The book can be read from cover
to cover because of its applied and illustrative style, but can also be consulted for
particular spheres of interest as the need arises. 

A sad reality for many students is that they are only beginning to acquire the qualities
that enable them to achieve personal excellence as their academic career is drawing to
an end. Therefore the sooner students are alerted to the strategies that will help them
maximise their potential, the better equipped they will be to seize the opportunities
that seem to go as quickly as they come at university or college. An important aim in
the book is to point students toward the full range of qualities that help turn an aver-
age student into a very good student, and also to highlight factors that will help in
motivation toward achievement.

In the eleven chapters that follow, the student is presented with a journey through the
academic life. Most of the material is generic to academia and is therefore useful to
students from a wide range of academic disciplines. For example, all students need
listening skills, communication skills, note-taking and writing abilities, computing
competence, organisational skills, examination/test strategies and many may need to
develop numeric fluency. Moreover, a recurrent theme in the book is the acquisition
of qualities derived from the academic course which will enhance employment
prospects. Undergraduates are encouraged throughout the book to cultivate, recognise
and document the qualities that will give them the competitive edge in the job market
after graduation. Chapter 1 will be particularly helpful for new students in making the
adjustment to university/college life, but the practices inculcated will also be useful for
more experienced students. Most study guides highlight benefiting from lectures,
taking notes, reading, organisational skills and using the library. In addition to these
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this book also includes chapters on numeracy, computing, presentations, job applica-
tions, memory techniques, examination/test strategies and writing practical reports. 

Sprinkled throughout the book are a series of simple exercises and these are contained
in text boxes. These exercises may be attempted as they are encountered or alterna-
tively left until the whole chapter has been read. However, some exercises require the
student to use the library, email or to interact with other students. Again the aim has
been to make the exercises as generic as possible so that they will appeal to the widest
range of students. Moreover, the exercises are related to everyday life experiences and
are generally well within the scope of students’ repertoire of knowledge (although also
designed to stretch and challenge!).

Other features of the book are the icons used throughout to highlight the illustrations,
exercises, examples and guidelines. All illustrations are coded and are clearly related
to a section heading. Text labelled ‘example’ either presents an example of the point
under discussion or identifies some other important point to be emphasised. Finally,
text highlighted in green is related to a central aim stated in the book – that is, it points
to the path for success at university/college or identifies key skills for learning and
achievement. Each chapter is also preceded by a list of key concepts that give a flavour
of what the chapter is about, and concludes with summary boxes that present a
synopsis of the chapter’s content. 

It is hoped that students who read the book will not only commit themselves to work
hard at their studies, but will also discover the strategies that will help them channel
their energies in the direction that facilitates economy of work and efficiency of
performance. It is hoped that the book will be as enjoyable to read as it has been to
write, and that the enjoyment derived from reading the book and attempting the exer-
cises will spill over into enthusiasm for academic endeavours.
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The first message for new students is a welcome to a ‘new world’ that can now be
adopted as your ‘home from home’ over the next few years. In many ways university
is a world apart, a world of its own and is comprised of students from a wider range
of backgrounds than you may have been previously accustomed to. There is also a
diversity of staff – teaching, research, administration, technical, catering, cleaning and
maintenance. In your three or four years at university you will probably be exposed
to a diversity of teaching staff and each for only a short period of time.

For many students university will be the central point of their lives, with their living
quarters in close proximity. The university becomes the hub around which all else
rotates. However, the primary purpose for the university’s existence is to be a centre
of excellence in teaching, learning and assessment. It is there to prepare and equip
students with a range of skills and expertise that will enable them to go on and fulfil a
useful career. Presumably, most students who arrive at university have good motivation
and high expectations. Although the end result for the new student may seem a long
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way off, the consistent testimony of students who have graduated is that they scarcely
know where the time has gone. Welcome then to the new world of activity and
aspiration, where there is a great buzz of excitement in the air!

Many do not make it to university either because they have not satisfied the entrance
requirements or life’s circumstances have not permitted them the luxury of a third
level education. The university will only accept those they consider have what it takes
to survive the rigours of a degree or diploma programme. Congratulations – you have
passed the acid test and you should feel assured that you have been given the selec-
tors’ vote of confidence. There are likely to be moments when you doubt your own
ability or tenacity to progress any further. At times like these it is important to remember
the long, hard journey that brought you into third level education and the many
daunting obstacles you successfully negotiated. Therefore, allow yourself to indulge
in some self-congratulation. Of course there will be no room to rest smugly on your
laurels, but it is good to remind yourself that you have had to develop considerably to
reach the point where you are now at, and there should be no reason to doubt that
your progress is set to continue. 

In every new day that you face it can be said, ‘today is the first day of the rest of your
life’. However this saying is especially relevant to momentous occasions that mark the
dawning of a new phase of life. That is certainly true of the student’s arrival at
university. There are new opportunities, new challenges, new people to meet and a whole
set of novel circumstances to encounter. All previous achievements in one sense do not
count for anything now, in that they do not contribute directly to degree classification.
However they do count in that the student would not be at university without them,
and all the solid habits learned in association with them will have continued useful-
ness. Moreover, there is now a fresh opportunity to remedy any weaknesses that may
have previously impaired the fulfilment of potential. 
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At the beginning of the new
sports season, the team that won the league and the team that just avoided relegation
in the previous season, both start in exactly the same position. Similarly, researchers
have consistently found that in most disciplines, how students performed academically
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Although university will present many novel situations and circumstances to the new
student, there will also be many aspects of university life that will be familiar. If that
were not the case, the new student would probably withdraw under the pressure of
being entirely overwhelmed. Before arriving at university students will have already
acquired experiences not unlike those they will encounter after university entrance. For
example, they will have already sat tests, completed assignments, learned to read and
quote from a variety of sources, worked to deadlines and have had some familiarity
with the use of a library and a computer. Therefore the challenging new experiences
will not be totally ‘uncharted waters’, and students can use their past accumulated
experience as a reference point and guide to the less familiar. If the fear of the unknown
is a trigger for anxiety, reference to past experience can become an antidote to it. 
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prior to university entrance is not a great predictor of their levels of achievement at
undergraduate level (Peers & Johnston, 1994; Wolfe & Johnson, 1995).
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Within the first few weeks of the new student’s experience at university, it is not uncommon
to feel swamped or overwhelmed with much new material to assimilate and so many new
situations to become accustomed to. Some new students may feel at first like a stranger
in a strange land, and students prone to anxiety may feel that it is all a little too much for
them. In the following paragraphs and in the remainder of the chapter, potential difficul-
ties will be addressed one by one. For the present, the primary advice is to brace yourself
for this kind of reaction and ensure that you do nothing rash. The feeling of being over-
whelmed will come under control sooner rather than later. However, the more you are
convinced that these feelings are controllable, the sooner you will actually find that they
are. It is good to find a friend, family member or fellow student to talk to who will help
to allay your fears and put your perceptions into perspective.

On my first day at university there were two lecturers that introduced the first
module. Their introductory talk was in a lecture theatre that was filled almost to capacity
with first year students who, like me, had just arrived at university. First year students
from various disciplines shared common modules in the first year and then went their
separate ways into their various specialities. There was an unforgettable feeling of
excitement from being associated with those who had made it thus far and who were
aspiring to work their way toward a satisfying, rewarding professional career. There
was a detectable buzz of anticipation and an air of expectancy. However, these feelings
were tempered with some apprehension about what was going to unfold in the next
few weeks. There were questions in the minds of some of us such as, ‘will I be able to
keep up to speed with the demands of this course?’ ‘Will I be able to put the quality
of work required into the assignments and within the deadlines imposed?’ ‘Would
some of us end up feeling that we were out of place in this environment and realise
that we had turned in the wrong direction in the pursuit of a career?’ It is not unnat-
ural for feelings of inadequacy and questions of uncertainty to enter the mind at this
early stage at university. The antidote to these feelings is to resolve to prove yourself
by planned study, concerted and committed endeavour and determination to persevere
even when apparent setbacks occur.
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At the first lecture associated with each new module, there is likely to be a presenta-
tion of the planned outline for the module and a handout to accompany this. Every
student should pull out all the stops to ensure attendance at the introductory lectures
and to avail themselves of any handouts that are provided. These lectures are likely to
furnish students with additional detail and they should therefore be ready to make
supplementary notes. If lecturers make notes available on websites do not hesitate to
access these and to extract all relevant learning material. 
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Prior to university entrance, many students may have only worked with a limited
number of set text books which they were expected to treat as the Bible for a given
subject. Perhaps all that was needed to master a subject was knowledge of the set book,
and this may have required intensive effort. At university the strategy of reading
within a limited range is left behind for the most part. However, the first year at uni-
versity may not necessarily be more difficult than the final school year. Some students
have claimed that their last year at school was more exacting and demanding in many
ways than their first year at university. This may be because universities purposefully
design the first year of their courses to allow students to ease into the new environ-
ment and learn the strategies required for optimal achievement in the degree pro-
gramme. The ultimate aim is that students should be able to cite evidence and use
references from a good variety of sources. This entails abandoning the practice of
reading every textbook from cover to cover unless that has been specifically signalled.
Moreover, students may not even need to read complete journal articles or book
chapters – perhaps only one page, or a few paragraphs, or one abstract or table of
results is essentially relevant to the point under discussion in a given assignment. Or
if you read an article right through once you can learn to highlight the parts that you
can  refer to later. Economy and selectivity are of the essence in study at university.

Therefore do not be intimidated by the long list of references for each module.
Your tutor may guide you to some of the key articles that give a good overview of the
entire subject. 

Many students do not fulfil their potential, not because of any deficiency in their abil-
ity, but because they fail to develop a sound study strategy. Even the most talented
students will not achieve optimally if they, for example, attempt to begin and complete
several assignments a few days before the deadlines. Most tutors will provide assign-
ment titles and submission dates well in advance. 

. Once you have the seeds of these articles embedded in your
mind, you will be likely to attend to relevant information that you encounter in lectures
or reading that other students may miss. 
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One of the keys to success at university is to learn not to spend excessive time reading
superfluous material, no matter how much it may interest you. The secret is to
read selectively and to condense the reading into carefully marshalled arguments.
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Another aspect of the key to success
is to make a note of these dates and begin to build a dossier of articles and notes as
promptly as possible

In short, the road to underachievement is to
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One of the most daunting elements in the first few weeks at university is the
bombardment of new language that students have to learn. Every subject has its own
jargon and students are expected to learn the correct terminology. Again it is a simple
matter of remaining steady and being patient until you are familiar with the terms.
When you have heard, read, written and spoken them a number of times they will
become part of your natural repertoire of knowledge. Once they have been assimilated
into your thought processes, you will find that they come back to you when you need
them – such as in a test, examination, assignment or group discussion. Therefore the
terms that may initially instil fear will become the tools for self-confidence and pre-
cise expression. The real problem arises when too many words are introduced within
a short time frame, and the best strategy here is to learn them selectively in stages. 

Library staff at the university will provide a guided tour at the start of the new acade-
mic semester. Students should attend as many scheduled events as possible in the first
few weeks to ensure that they become familiar with all available resources and
services. If attendance is not possible then students should make up the lost ground as
soon as possible so that they do not suffer the knock-on disadvantages. Each library
will have its own unique features related to duration of book loans (short-term and
long-term), rules, fines etc. In the introductory tour you will learn how to trace and
locate books and journal articles, as well as how to use inter-library loans and how to
recall books already out on loan.
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let deadlines overtake you inadvertently so that you will not have the time, resources
or knowledge-base to achieve the quality that you know you are capable of
producing.
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It
would certainly be useful to make a list of all the new terms and then to tick them off
as they are learnt. At a later stage it will do your self-confidence no harm to look back
at the lists previously mastered. This strategy will both boost your confidence and
whet your appetite to learn more.
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Photocopying is another important procedure to learn in association with library use.
Students may not be permitted to remove journals or key textbooks where there are a
limited number available for a large class. Therefore, it is essential to learn the system
for using the photocopiers and this will probably be demonstrated in the introductory
tour. 

In one class of third-year undergraduate students it was found in an informal survey
that about half the students did not use the electronic facilities. This was a great shame
and a real waste as these facilities allow students to access a wide variety of useful
material and the little effort needed to master them will pay dividends. First and
foremost, it is essential to learn how to use the university’s electronic catalogue. These
are designed to be user-friendly and are much less laborious than the old system of
wading through large unwieldy catalogues. The computerised approach also means
that records of stock can regularly be updated with ease and convenience. In the guided
tour the library assistant will explain how to trace books and articles and how to place
reservations on those books already on loan. Students will also learn how to find arti-
cles or books by authors’ names and by keyword searches, and should ensure that they
avail of any leaflets available that help to reinforce the lessons given in the guided tour.
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One sound rule of thumb that should be applied to every new practice learnt at
university is that students should go back and re-enact what they learned as soon as
possible after learning it. Consolidation is one of the key elements in the road to
success at university.

�����������
����	��������

�7�%/�"��6���(%-%&�.%-/��/�

3070-ch01.qxd  3/19/03  11:43 AM  Page 10    (PANTONE Green CV plate)



It should be evident that knowing how to use the computerised library catalogue is
indispensable. Moreover, the university will also provide electronic search bases that
enable students to access either abstracts or full text facilities for journals. Some time and
effort will be required in order to become familiar with these. Many students are daunted
by the thought of using these and therefore never make the effort to master them. There
will not be enough time in the initial tour to become thoroughly conversant with these
facilities, but enquire if the university provides training seminars to familiarise students
with their use. It should be a top priority of every student to book into one of these train-
ing sessions and then to make use of the facility as soon as possible afterwards. An addi-
tional advantage is the use of email, for the range of articles located in searches can be
emailed to yourself and printed out later at a convenient time and place. Alternatively, arti-
cles can be saved on a floppy disk and later printed out from a PC. Remember that library
assistants are there to help you and you must learn not to be shy about asking for assis-
tance. 
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It is important to build a good rapport with library staff and this involves some
simple courtesies such as patience when they are busy, gratitude when they are helpful and
apologies when you interrupt or inadvertently waste their time. A genuine and friendly
smile and a teachable spirit will not do the cause of being helped one iota of harm!
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The quality of university libraries would be enhanced if all students complied with
some basic ethical standards. It was previously stressed that library staff should be
treated with courtesy and consideration and the same principles should be applied in
other library situations. For example, some students appear to use the library as a
centre for socialising in an environment where noise is distracting and ‘silence is
golden’. Most students will respond positively to a courteous request for silence but,
if not, then you have a right to ask a library assistant for help.

A large problem in libraries is books not being returned to their proper place after
being used within the library. This is most frustrating for other students who desper-
ately need the books, and time consuming for library assistants who have to relocate
them. It is not unknown for students to conceal a book deliberately or tear out a jour-
nal article so that they can have competitive advantage over others. However, a little
reflection will show that such a reprehensible practice is soon obvious – other students
complain that the book or article cannot be traced and yet one student has it refer-
enced in their assignment. In general it is much wiser to be helpful to other students,
and some of them will return the compliment. 

Younger students are sometimes less confident than mature students because they
have less experience of life and may not feel they have the social skills that would
serve them well in interacting with others at university. One younger student
observed that she felt intimidated by the mature students in her class who appeared
to be confident and authoritative in their contributions to class discussions. In one
sense this kind of confidence can only come with time, patience and practice and
there is no short cut to it. On the other hand it may help to know that mature
students often feel a little inferior to younger students because they reached univer-
sity earlier and may be perceived as ‘whiz kids’. The mature students may feel a
little deficient in ability because they may not have had sufficient qualifications for
university entrance after leaving school. Problems for younger students are often
compounded by: 
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Four simple pieces of sound advice are: 

	�%�& �!#+����*���������#���  ��#��( ���-$��#����"#���% ,��(� -$�!��& ��&"��)�

0���  ��#��% ,�����(� -$�!��-���������& �! ,�&'�� �&#�&��&,���&��,(( �&

���������� ��#������#��������&� �)�

	�%�& ������#����&����&� ��" --%�&"#&�% ,��#��(,��,��#&�,�������&%�.#$$�&"��-�&1

&������% ,��#��#&&#�"�% ,���$��& �� !���( �&���$,-��&�)�*�&"���&"��,�������&%/)�

������$�#���#�%�(� -$�!��,�&�$�&"�%�#��� ,&� ��� �&� $)

The greatest problem for many mature students is trying to juggle a range of respon-
sibilities (home, family, work, lectures) in order to accommodate regular study time.
Such students are likely to be highly motivated and will already have developed
coping strategies. The first piece of advice for mature students is simply to use the skills
they have already acquired in relation to social interaction, time management etc.
However there will be new insights in this book that will encourage mature students
to develop their potential further. For many mature students sacrifices have to be made
to go to university or college, so their eagerness to learn and achieve needs to be chan-
nelled into discrete strategies. Primary advice therefore is to develop sound strategies
as early as possible in the course and to use whatever support services are available
rather than let problems snowball out of control. The guidelines given throughout the
book are meant for all students, but mature students may benefit especially from the
sections on good time-management, selective reading, economic writing and good
exam strategies. Mature students may not have as much recent experience in tests as
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younger students and therefore may derive benefit from close attention to Chapter 9,
‘Doing justice to yourself in exams’. 

A range of disabilities/special needs is represented in contemporary universities, and
the universities are required to demonstrate that they have made adequate provision
for such students. However, the university cannot help students if they do not know
about their particular needs. First, students with special needs should make them-
selves known to their course director, studies advisor or year tutor and ask if any
processes have been put in place to deal with their particular problems. Second, these
students should ask what support services and information services are available to
assist them. Some students require special provision for access to essential parts of the
university such as the library, computer labs etc., and some may need to sit near the
front of a lecture theatre. Others may need special provision for sitting tests or exami-
nations and the sooner these needs are made known, the better it will be for the
student. Not all disabilities are clearly evident and therefore students can suffer in
silence, bottle up their anxieties and disadvantage themselves in their academic per-
formance. If students make their needs known at an early stage then adequate provi-
sion can be made in good time and they can be made aware of any support groups or
special needs groups that exist, or at least have their attention drawn to the fact that
such groups might be started. 

Students who take the trouble to uproot in order to study in a foreign land are likely
to invest a huge effort in accomplishing their goals. Very often these students set
examples to local students by their singular determination and concerted efforts
toward excellence. Many foreign students will have friends already engaged in a
course at the university of their choice. This is a great advantage for it is a good point
of contact and provides the best possible introduction. In some courses there may be
a tutor who is the contact person for foreign students and will guide them toward a
comfortable initiation and adjustment into the university system. If you are coming to
a university where you have no established friends, you should enquire if there is a
tutor or person you can liaise with in order to make a smooth transition into univer-
sity life. It will help if you can meet with friends of the same or similar ethnicity.
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Moreover, it will be beneficial if you can, through time, widen your contacts and
circle of friends, but allow yourself time to get accustomed to the new environment.
Write to the university for any useful guidelines for foreign students, and it will also
help if you can talk to someone who completed a course in the university (or at least
country) that you are planning to move to. They will be familiar with all the problems
you are likely to face and the best ways to negotiate them. 

If you plan to come to an English-speaking university, and feel that your English
needs improvement, you may find that the university provides a course on ‘English
for foreign students’, or else they will be aware of the nearest available course. It is
always easier to learn a foreign language when you are in the environment where it is
spoken. Foreign students frequently become quite fluent in English after a short
period in the university environment. First year at university is designed so that students
can learn all the requisite skills for achieving a good degree. Therefore be patient with
yourself for the first year and work at developing your English (if necessary) in parallel
with the other knowledge you need to acquire. 

Each university will have its own range of support services and there is likely to be
full-time and part-time staff available to help you with your enquiries. It is not an
inconvenience for them when you go and knock on their door and ask for help.
Universities should have a range of advisors including welfare officer, solicitor, chap-
lain, counsellor, financial advisor and crèche service etc. If you knock on the wrong
door for help then you will be referred to the right contact person. Ask for leaflets that
give information about the range of support services available. Central points for
leaflets are the library and the Students’ Union. Find out where the Students’ Union
area is and take a look at the names on the doors and the services they represent. You
do not know when you may suddenly need these services. Remember that problems
should be nipped in the bud before they get out of control.

In addition to these services, each School or Department within the university may
have its own particular provisions. Each course will have its own co-ordinator and
there should be a tutor assigned to take overall responsibility for each level. Moreover,
each student should be allocated a studies advisor and it may be the student’s respon-
sibility to go and introduce themselves to their advisor. Many students are afraid of
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being perceived as a nuisance, but you can share your problems in a manner that does
not wear the listener down whilst getting some good advice that will help you bring
them under control.

Many students suffer anxiety to a greater or lesser extent at one time or another at
university or college. Anxiety can be an unpleasant state that is triggered by circum-
stances unrelated to the academic course, but the pervasive and recurrent activator for
anxiety is more likely to be related to academic pressures. It is claimed that anxiety is
more likely to kick in in situations where some performance is going to be evaluated,
where the person entertains doubts about their own ability to complete the task suc-
cessfully and where the consequences of failure are likely to be serious (Liebert &
Morris, 1967; Deffenbacher, 1980; El-Zahhar & Hocevar, 1991).The good news is that
anxiety can be brought under control, and it has been found that when anxiety is
reduced, performance is likely to improve (Hembree, 1988). Chapter 9 is about develop-
ing strategies to maximise performance in tests or exams. This includes coping mecha-
nisms for keeping anxiety under control and strategies that may help turn stress into
advantage. Of course anxiety is not confined to testing situations but the strategies
advocated will be adaptive for all anxiety-generating situations. 

In the book ‘The Pilgrim’s Progress’ (Bunyan, 1622–88) the Christian traveller is confronted
with two lions in his path. From a distance he wondered if he could get past them, but
as his courage brought him nearer to them he noticed that each was tied to a post at
opposite sides of the road. There was a gap in the middle of the path where he could
safely pass through. The moral of the story is that when we confront problems head
on, they are often not as debilitating as we previously envisaged, and usually there is
some way through. John Bunyan also penned these words about the pilgrim: ‘No lion
can him fright, he’ll with a giant fight, he will make good his right, to be a pilgrim.’
The stress that you feel about a task that seems threatening may be converted into
energy that can be used to face the challenge. Things are often not what they seem,
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and things that first appear to be stumbling blocks can become the stepping stones to
great progress. For example, many students begin their course with a fear of statistics
or computing and end up achieving a good standard in these disciplines. 

In one experiment Zajonc (1968) found that people came to like what they were famil-
iar with, even though the focus of familiarity was nothing more than nonsense sylla-
bles! Many people would feel overwhelmed in a world where little was familiar or
predictable. For many it appears that feelings of security only coexist with familiar
surrounds and familiar people. Although that is likely to be true for many people, the
simple fact is that the secure feeling of familiarity can be gradually extended to a range
of diverse contexts. At first the university may seem almost a hostile environment
because there are so many new features to address, but after a short time these will
become part of your normal world.
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When
students look at any task they have to perform under evaluative conditions, they can
choose whether to perceive it primarily as a threat or a challenge – like the two men
who looked out through prison bars – one saw mud and the other stars.
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One student said that he never wanted to leave university for he had come to enjoy
the student life so much! A substantial aspect of university life is non-academic. There
are coffee breaks, lunch breaks, periods between lectures, social events, sports activi-
ties etc. There are many opportunities to develop new friendships and meet interest-
ing people from a variety of backgrounds. Even when the pressure is on, it is
‘therapeutic’ to be with people who have to face the same demands and deadlines.
Students can share their problems and provide a primary source of support for each
other.

University would be a morbid place if all students did was to lament their plight to
one another. The Readers’ Digest has a section entitled, ‘Laughter: the best medicine’.
In laughter our minds are pulled away from preoccupation with seemingly intractable
problems. When we return to them, as we must, we often find that our thinking is
clearer and more balanced. Children love funny characters who can make them laugh,
and adults are often no different. Fun and humour are like valves that release pressure
and diffuse tension. Ensure, therefore, that you find ways to laugh, have fun and enjoy
relaxation. University should be remembered as a place where there were many harm-
less fun times and pleasurable occasions. 

When students involve themselves in fun activities and work at making good sup-
portive friendships at university, these will help to shape within them a good positive
perception of their academic institution. However, there is no good reason why this
perception cannot be extended to include academic endeavours. The first thing to do
is to plan out your study schedules well. Make out a plan that will cover the typical
week – that should include lectures, seminars, labs, tutorials and all that is part of the
weekly programme. Within the time frames that remain you should plan your per-
sonal study periods at home and in the library. Keep a diary for this purpose and don’t
give up the practice because some unexpected events arise at times to disrupt set plans.
Ensure that you always schedule into your weekly programme times for relaxation,
fun and socialising – these are ‘the sanity factor!’ By doing this kind of planning you
will give yourself a good feeling of being in control of what is going on in your life,
while at the same time being flexible enough to allow for any changes that arise. 
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