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1. Taking notes...

|1.1 Introduction:l

One of the first skills students have to learn at University is how to take notes from readings and from
lectures. In learning to do anything it is helpful to begin with an understanding of why one is doing it.
Students have access to several resources in full-time study, including books, journals, the internet and so
on. A very important resource is the teaching staff who interact with students in a number of ways, such as
in lectures, tutorials, practicals, consultations etc. During lectures, lecturers usually try to interpret,
summarise and illustrate some part of a subject as a supplement to prescribed or recommended reading in
textbooks or journals. These interpretations, summaries and illustrations are extremely helpful to students,
in that they clarify the readings and make the material “real” through examples. However, lectures are not
substitutes for readings. Most subjects are too large and complex to be completely conveyed in one or more
lectures. Students have to read and attend lectures. The best way to learn at university is to combine
reading and listening to lectures in an optimal way.

[1.2 Reading and note taking:]

The first step in combining independent reading with lecture attendance is that you should read the material
to be covered in a lecture before the lecture. This will enable you to appreciate the gist of the topic, to grasp
the general issues and questions involved and to recognise and spell technical terms. When the lecturer
starts speaking, you will have a general understanding of what is going to be covered. When the lecture is
over, you should go back to the prescribed and recommended readings and supplement your lecture notes
with notes taken from the readings. In preparing for tests and examinations, it is helpful to re-read the
prescribed and recommended readings and then to learn from your notes.

|1 .3 Note taking:l

Note taking is not transcription; that is, it does not mean taking down, or trying to take down everything that
is said or everything that you read. Note taking is selective, and part of being selective is being organised.
Lecturers frequently help students to take notes by putting up overhead projections of headings and sub-
headings on the topic they are addressing in the lecture. Reading material beforehand also helps to
generate headings and sub-headings. If you attend carefully to a lecture, and have read some of the
material beforehand, very good notes can be made by writing down the headings and sub-headings and
one or two words or phrases under each. You will remember what has been said by association from the
notes. If you read the recommend material carefully, the same kind of abbreviated notes can be made from
textbooks and journals. For example, a lecture on the effects of poverty on children may have a series of
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notes, some of which look like the following:

Poverty effects on children
1. Definitions of poverty
- Absolute
- Relative
- Subjective
2. Direct and indirect effects on children
- Direct effects
- Material conditions - eg housing, nutrition
- Indirect effects
- Ambient - eg media
- Personal - experiences
3.andsoon...........

Some students find it helpful to use fold-out A4 sheets, like you find in a book, for note taking, rather than
examination-type pads. Double sheets allow you to make lecture notes on the left-hand side of the page
and notes from your readings on the right-hand side. Other students find it helpful to highlight headings or
key concepts in different colours. You will already have some useful skills built up from school or work, and
you need to find ways that work well for you at university.

|1 .4 “You're going too fast”l

Students frequently complain that lecturers “go too fast”. What they mean is that the lecturer is talking too
fast for students to transcribe, word-for-word, what the lecturer is saying. If you feel this, then several things
could be going wrong, the two most likely are: you probably haven't read the material before the lecture, and
you are trying to transcribe rather than to select and organise the material.

Most lecturers in Psychology give students course and sometimes lecture handouts, which make it clear
what material is going to be covered in a lecture and what readings should be done. Many lecturers also
make overhead projections of the main headings and sub-headings of their lecture or topic. Increasingly,
these lecture overheads are being posted on the School of Psychology web page and students can read,
copy or print them in their own time, leaving more energy for careful attention during lectures. The web page
is at

http://www.nu.ac.za/department/default.asp?dept=psychunp

Develop your note taking skills early in your university career. It is an invaluable aid to understanding and
learning material. Share methods and tips for note taking with fellow students. If you’re having problems
making notes that help you to learn, ask a fellow student after a lecture if you can see what notes they took,
and compare their work with yours to see how you could improve your notes.

If you're starting out in Psychology, be sure to attend the writing tutorials which are offered as part of
Psy110 and Psy120. In these tutorials, lecturers will help students to extract relevant information from
readings by showing them what is important and salient, and how to organise your thinking about the
material.



Approach the Student Counselling Centre for help or ask them to run a session with you and five or six other
students who have the same problem with note taking or study skills..

2. Examinations and tests...

[2.1 Preparing for Tests and Examinations: |

Psychology students are fortunate because a lot of research has been done on learning and we can use
that information to help ourselves learn better. For example, the following three principles are well-
established aids to learning and performance.

SIMULATE THE REQUIRED BEHAVIOUR

When studying for an exam, the most effective approach is to simulate the behaviour you'll ultimately be
required to perform. For example, if you're studying for a difficult exam in Social Psychology, it's important
that you practice answering difficult social psychology questions without access to notes or textbook.
Similarly, if you are studying for a multiple choice exam, you need to practice answering multiple choice
questions (MCQ). You need to practice answering questions that someone else has chosen. Study guides
and old exam papers are essential when preparing for examinations - they provide you with difficult practice
items that someone else has written for the same purpose as your examination.

Study alone or with others, whichever you find most helpful. During the first phase, review your notes and
readings, perhaps creating flashcards to help you remember definitions, theories, and other important
material. The SQ3R technique is a well-known and widely-used technique for improving the capacity of
students to read attentively and to learn material. The acronym stands for Survey, Question, Read, Recite,
Review, and each step is described below:

Survey: Look over the topic or section, get a sense of the material covered and the main headings and
sub-headings.

Question: Generate some questions for yourself about the material. You can convert headings and sub-
headings into questions. For example, a heading Child Language can be converted in your mind into
the question How do children learn language? Also go beyond these kinds of direct questions. If the
topic is on the genetics of human development, ask yourself how cloning occurs, for example. Even
if such questions aren’t answered in the section, they alert you critically to the scope and
shortcomings in the material, and they increase your personal interest in the topic by linking it with
your other interests and concerns.

Read: Read the material carefully, in sections. Stop to consider how your question/s about that section are
or aren’'t answered in the material.

Recite: Repeat the main points of the material you have read in your own words. You will remember the
material better if you personalise it within your own language use.

Review: Review how well you summarised the section in your own words by comparing it to the original
material. What did you leave out? What did you get wrong?



Once you feel confident with the material, its sometimes helpful to study with one or more classmates. Use
this time to ask each other questions without allowing the person answering to look at the textbook or any
notes. This will also help you assess how you might perform in the upcoming test or exam.

To test whether you will cope under time pressures, learn the material, and then use an old exam paper to
practice taking the test under exam conditions, (i.e. give yourself as much time to answer the questions as
will be available in the exam). You can then assess not only whether you understand the material well
enough to answer most of the questions, but also whether you can do so in the allotted time period.

SPACED PRACTICE IS BETTER THAN MASSED PRACTICE

Research suggests that spaced practice for an exam is generally superior to massed practice, crammed in
just before the exam. You will usually get more studying done in three 2-hour blocks, for example, than one
6-hour block. Late-night cramming is usually a recipe for poor retention, mental and physical fatigue, and
careless mistakes on the exam.

STAY FOCUSSED AND MAINTAIN CONCENTRATION ON THE EXAM

When you carry emotional baggage about the exam and become preoccupied with worries like "I've got to
do well or I'll lose my financial aid" or "If | do badly, I'll never get into Honours", performance suffers. The
most constructive approach is to focus on the task at hand, do as much studying as you can manage, and
then do your best. A certain amount of anxiety is normal when studying for an exam, but if you feel
overwhelmed or feel that uncontrollable emotions are interfering with your exam performance, you may be
suffering from test anxiety. If you think this is a possibility, you should approach the Student Counselling
Centre and ask for help. They may be able to recommend techniques to reduce your anxiety (e.g.,
relaxation training).

|2.2 Taking a test: I

LOOK OVER THE TEST AND PACE YOURSELF

Don'tjust plunge into answering test items. Take a few seconds to settle yourself, and then get an overview
of the paper. How many different sections are there? How many questions are there? Is there any choice?
Once you've looked through the entire exam, try to estimate what pace you should maintain in order to finish
about 10 minutes before the exam time is up. That way, you'll have a little time at the end to check for
careless mistakes, skipped questions or misread items.

Problems occur when students forget to check the clock, or spend too much time on one or two difficult
items. To prevent this from happening, scribble the desired "finish time" time for each section on the test
paper, so that you'll be prompted to check your watch after completing each section.

Read the questions carefully. Take time to do this and make rough notes on each part of the question if
necessary. It will help you to write a better answer if you understand what it is that you are being asked to
do. Later in this section, we define and discuss the terms commonly used in tests and assignments, such as
criticize or contrast.

TAKE SHORT BREAKS



Try taking a few breaks during the exam by stopping for a moment, shutting your eyes, and taking some
deep breaths. Periodically clearing your head in this way can help you stay fresh and focussed. Remember,
you get no points for being the first person to finish the exam, so don't feel like you have to race through all
the items - even two or three 30-second breaks can be very helpful.

CHECK YOUR ANSWERS BEFORE HANDING IN

Many people are relieved to finish an exam and want to hand in the paper the moment they write the last
word. However, many marks can be earned by checking your work before you hand it in. Review the
questions and make sure you have answered all those required of you. Make sure you have numbered each
answer, underlined headings if you have used them, labelled graphs if they were required, identified clearly
the answer or end point of a calculation etc. It is silly to loose marks because of these errors. Then read
over your questions, make sure you have not made grammatical or spelling mistakes that make what you
have said incomprehensible or wrong in terms of the factual material.

[2.3 Multiple Choice Exams:|

Some of the testing in Psychology in the first year is in multiple choice question format (MCQ). For every
question, you will be given four or five alternatives and asked to decide which is correct or incorrect. In
MCQ exams you are asked to recognise the answer rather than recall material that you have memorised.
The best way to improve your answering of multiple choice questions, is to practice answering old exam
papers.

HINTS FOR ANSWERING MCQ EXAMS

1. Note the use of language in the question - it is easy to become confused as to what is required:
"Which of the following is /least likely..."
"Bartlett's main theoretical interest was..."

2. Don’t mark the answer until you have read all of the options. In some cases you will be looking for
the best answer, and will have to read all of the options to find it.

3. It is a good idea to cover up the options and read the question by itself. If possible, underline key
words in the question. This can help to prevent misinterpretation of the question.

4. Do not over-interpret the question and look for subtle distinctions among the options which may not
be required. The answer is not likely to be deliberately obscure. Look for the most straightforward
answer.

5. Don’t change an answer unless you are certain it was incorrect. If you take time to think through

each question, your initial answer will usually be correct. Although there are always exceptions, the
best approach is to carefully answer each question the firsttime you go through the exam, and then
change only those answers that are clearly mistakes.

6. There is only one correct answer per question. Selecting two options will result in a score of zero for
that question. If there are two options you know are both correct, and a further option is “all of the
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10.

above”, make sure you select that option, even if you are unsure of the other options.

If you are unsure of the answer, cross out the options you know are wrong, and make an informed
guess from the remaining options.

Terms you have never heard in the lectures or come across in the readings are unlikely to be correct
and so can be eliminated.

When practising old exam papers, try to justify to yourself why incorrect answers are wrong. This will
help you to develop the sort of thinking required in MCQ exams.

Ensure you use your time effectively. Do not get bogged down on one confusing question and run
out of time on the others. You should be answering roughly one question every minute. Skipping
around the exam can also waste time, because at some point you will have to spend time searching
for the skipped questions and re-reading them. A better approach is to answer each question in
order. If you are truly baffled by a question, mark the answer you believe to be right, place a question
mark next to the question, and come back to it later if you have time. Try to keep these flagged
questions to a bare minimum.

NOTE: There is no negative marking in Psychology tests or examinations. You have nothing to lose
by guessing if you are unsure of a question, or run out of time; so ensure that you attempt all
questions.

WHAT TO DO IF MORE THAN ONE ANSWER SEEMS CORRECT
If you're stumped by a question, here are some strategies to help you select the correct answer:

1.

Ask yourself whether the answer you're considering completely addresses the question. If the
answer is only partly true, then it's probably not correct. If you have to make a significant assumption
in order for the answer to be true, consider whether this assumption is obvious enough that
everyone will make it. If not, the answer is incorrect.

Few questions are intended to be deliberately deceptive. If you suspect a question is a trick, make
sure you're not reading too much into the question. In most cases, "trick questions" are only tricky
because they're not taken at face value.

If you cannot choose between two alternatives, vividly imagine each one as the correct answer. You
will often feel that one of the answers is wrong. Trust this feeling; feelings are frequently accessible
even when recall is poor (e.g. we know how we feel about a person even if we can't remember the
person's name).

|2.4 Answering Paragraph Questions in Exams:l

Some Psychology examinations require answers to paragraph questions for 5, 10 or some other amount of
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marks each. Here are some hints for answering paragraph questions:

1.

Consider the time and mark allocation carefully. If the paragraph counts 10 marks, spend about 10
minutes on each question and try to give 10 points or introduce 10 ideas or terms in your answer.
Examiners usually use this kind of allocation when designing paragraph questions and allocating
marks. The length of a paragraph answer for 10 marks should be between a half a page and one
page. Attempt every question. After ten minutes, stop and move on, even if you have not said all you
wished to. If there is time at the end, you can return to the question.

Read the question carefully, taking note of what is required. Take particular note of:

- Command words like discuss or criticise which tell you how to approach the question

- Content words like Jung’s theory indicate which content area to focus on

- Words which indicate the limits, or how much to write - give three points, briefly describe etc.

If there are several parts to a question, make sure you answer all parts. Number the separate parts
on the question paper to ensure that you do not omit anything. Try to assess how much to write for
each part and divide your time and marks accordingly.

Jot down key words before writing, to focus your attention and organise your answer.

Give examples where possible to illustrate your understanding of what you are describing, but do not
use an example as the basis for your whole answer unless are asked to do so. Rather give a
theoretical/general definition first, then support this with an example.

If time allows, reread your answers, adding in anything you may have omitted.

The best way to improve your writing skills is to practise. Revise using old exam papers. Try to time

yourself answering a question, to ensure that you can write speedily. Answers can be given to a
friend to check whether they are concise and clearly expressed.

[2.5 Essay Exams:l

To succeed in an essay exam, a student needs to do two things, in a limited time: firstly determine what the
question is, and secondly organize and write the answer.

WHAT IS THE EXAM QUESTION ASKING?

For more details concerning what is required in an exam question, see the section on topic analysis in
Chapter 3 on writing essays, and the final section of this chapter which defines and describes common
terms used in essay and exam questions. Spend time before you begin writing, underlining key words in the
question and jotting down what you think the question requires.

Here is a sample question, and an analysis of what the student should focus on in an answer:

Describe and critically evaluate the theory of Optimal Arousal in relation to other
theories of motivation. Include brief mention of the evidence on which the theory is
based (30 Marks.).




X. Look for what kind of information you are expected to provide: a list? an example? an
opinion? an argument? Here you need to describe, critically evaluate and give
evidence for a theory in relation to other theories. Check to be sure that you have
clearly understood what is required by terms such as describe and evaluate.

XI. Make a note of how many parts there are to the question, to be sure that you answer
all that is required. This question could be divided into four parts - description of
theory; evidence on which it is based; evaluation of theory; comparison to other
theories.

Xii. Next, work back and focus on the content: which theory must be described? what
evidence must be given? Don't rush through when reading a question; you risk making
the costly mistake of misinterpreting the question.

iv Look for clues in the question (e.g. “brief mention”) which indicate how much
information to include and try to allocate marks and time accordingly.

Example:

Description of Optimal Arousal Theory 15 marks
Evidence 5 marks
Evaluation 6 marks
How theory relates to other theories 4 marks

HOW TO ORGANISE YOUR ANSWER
It is often helpful to briefly outline your answers in rough before writing them, to remind yourself what
information to include, and to make sure you answer all the parts of the question.

You should write brief rough outlines for each essay answer in an exam, before writing any answers. If you
run out of time to write essays for all questions, your outlines may gain you partial marks.

Analyse the question for clues about organization. If you are asked to provide a list or an outline, it is a
waste of time to write a formal essay with transitions between paragraphs.

TIME MANAGEMENT

Read through all the questions before you start writing. It is then up to you to decide how to manage your
time. Some students prefer to answer the easiest questions first, while others prefer to start with the
questions that are worth the most points. A useful strategy is to work out how long you have for each
question, and then put a note next to each question indicating the time at which you must begin that
question. When you have used the time allotted for that question, stop writing and move on, even if you
have not finished. This way you have time to at least attempt every question, and can use any time left over,
to go back to the questions you did not fully complete.

|2.6 Writing terms used in essays & exams:l

The terms below commonly appear in assignments or in essay exam questions:



Account for:

This is similar to Explain.

Provide reasons for a phenomenon, theory or an idea, with emphasis on the why and/or the how of the item
that is being explained - i.e. why and how it behaves in the way that it does and how it originated, as
opposed to a simple statement or description. A description merely tells us what the features of a
phenomenon are, while an explanation tells us what the cause of the phenomenon is, how it works, and
what its function and purpose is. Hence describing Milgram’s study of obedience would lead to an outline of
what was done and what the major findings were. Offering an explanation for obedience would lead to a
more in depth analysis, perhaps from one or more theoretical positions, of why and how people obey.

Compare:

Write about the ways in which two or more things are similar and the ways in which they are different. Often
in the Social Sciences you will be expected to compare contrasting theories, in order to determine which one
best explains the subject under investigation.

Contrast:
This is similar to Contrast, but requires that you specifically focus on the ways in which two or more things
are different.

Criticize/Critique:

Form and offer a consider and detailed judgement of something, in relation to the following questions:

. What are the most important or essential features of the idea, theory or phenomenon?

How did the idea, theory or phenomenon originate?

What are the strengths and weaknesses of the phenomenon you are judging?

Is it correct or morally acceptable?

Does it make sense?

How have other people studied this phenomenon before?

What were their claims and what evidence did they provide?

Did they make any serious errors in their study?

Being critical does not mean simply finding fault with something, but rather involves offering a balanced
judgement. Being critical involves questioning the phenomenon under study on a deep level, looking for both
its good and bad points, rather than simply repeating the facts that are available about the phenomenon.

Define:

Tell the reader what a term means using words already familiar to the reader. Definitions should be brief and
should describe the essential features or properties of the issue defined. The word being defined should not
be part of the definition; e.g. stating that “Reinforcement means to reinforce a behaviour” tells one nothing
about the meaning of the word reinforcement. A definition should be so clear that it can only refer to the item
being described. Defining a caravan as “something people live in” is a poor definition, because the definition
offered could equally apply to a house. “A caravan is a home on wheels, which can be towed by a vehicle” is
a much better definition, as the definition is narrower and excludes other types of homes. It is helpful to
follow a definition with an example, but first define the term at an general, abstract level. In other words do
not replace a definition with an example. Saying that a car is “a BMW - like a truck only smaller”, does not
give a definition but rather an example of the term.

Describe:
Outline the subject in such a way that the reader experiences it second-hand. A description is usually a list
of features or characteristics or a summary of a line of evidence.



Diagram:
Present the requested information in a visual way. Diagrams include drawings, charts, and graphs. Labels
are needed for the reader to understand the information.

Discuss:
Provide a complete, detailed, in-depth analysis. Discussions often include comparison and criticism, and
provide a thorough examination of a topic, usually from different points of view.

Elaborate:
Go beyond a brief statement - include additional comments, descriptions, explanations, or examples, as well
as a brief critique.

Enumerate:
This is similar to List. Provide your list in brief form using numbers or bullets unless the question indicates
otherwise. Be sure to identify what it is you are listing.

Explain:

Provide reasons for a phenomenon, theory or idea’s occurrence, with emphasis on the why and/or the how
of the item that is being explained - i.e. why and how it behaves in the way that it does and how it originated,
as opposed to a simple statement or description. A description merely tells us what the features of a
phenomenon are, while an explanation tells us what the cause of the phenomenon is, how it works, and
what its function and purpose is. Hence describing Milgram’s study of obedience would lead to an outline of
what was done and what the major findings were. Offering an explanation for obedience would lead to a
more in depth analysis, perhaps from one or more theoretical positions, of why and how people obey.

Evaluate:

Assess something’s worth, value or function. An evaluation is similar to a critique, although it may imply a
more general discussion of an idea or theory's strengths and weaknesses.

lllustrate:

Provide either a concrete example or a diagram, whichever is appropriate.

Interpret:

Translate or explain the subject in your own words and give your opinion about it. An interpretation is
always subjective; it is a personal understanding of something, and so may lead different individuals to
interpret the same phenomenon in different ways.

Justify:

Tell the reader why you think your answer or position makes sense, and is reasonable, by providing
evidence to support your claims. Hence when you are ill, you will be required to justify your absence from a
test, by presenting a medical certificate as evidence of your iliness.

List:
Provide your list in brief form using numbers or bullets unless the question indicates otherwise. Be sure to
identify what it is you are listing.

Outline:
An outline is a brief, organized overview that includes main points and important sub-points, but omits minor
details. Use numbers and letters, or bullets, to organize your outline.



Relate:
This is similar to Compare, but you specifically need to describe any connections or associations between

two or more items.

Review:
Give a brief, critical overview of important points, and draw a conclusion.

Summarize:
A summary consists of a condensed version of the main points that have been (or will be) covered. In
examinations, summaries can be given in a point form, depending on the topic.

Synthesize:
Combine and integrate parts to form a whole. A synthesis goes beyond a list or summary in that you should
not only summarize each of the points to be included, but also explain how they relate to each other.

Trace:
To trace means to describe a course of events, in order, from beginning to end.



3. Writing essays...

|3.1 Introduction:l

Writing an essay is one of the best learning tools in tertiary education, forcing students to think about and
digest a topic, read a variety of materials, relate the topic to other knowledge you have and your own
experience, and synthesise the information into a form different from that provided in the readings. Each
essay has different requirements, but the features common to all are that they should be well planned and
prepared, clearly organised, accurately documented and neatly presented.

When planning and writing an essay, bear in mind what your purpose is, and who your readers are. Do not
assume that your reader has a thorough understanding of the readings, but rather pretend that your reader
is intelligent and interested, but ignorant about the specific topic you are writing about. This way you will be
sure that all concepts, ideas and arguments are fully and clearly explained, rather than assuming that your
reader can guess how or why you arrived at a given conclusion. Your lecturer will then be able to assess
whether you have understood the material. If in doubt, approach the lecturer concerned to clarify any
questions you might have.

[3.2 Topic Analysis:]

A thorough analysis of an essay topic is essential to ensure that you have understood what is expected of
you and will therefore include only relevant material:

READ THE ESSAY TOPIC AND UNDERLINE KEY WORDS
This will help you determine what is relevant to the question. Focus on:

1. The content of the question. This will help to guide your reading and keep you focussed on the most
relevant information.

2. Terms that indicate how you should approach that content (See section 2.5 Writing terms).

3. The weighting given to various parts of the question. In the text you can show that information is
important by introducing it with words like “crucial” or “major”, by placing it in a prominent position in
the essay, or by devoting more space to it.

4, Examine the logic behind the phrasing of the question. Try to identify exactly what is asked of you.
This involves an analysis of the major concepts in the topic, particularly if technical terms are
included. If the topic refers to adolescence, you wouldn’t include material or a discussion of
childhood except insofar as it illustrates something about adolescence.



|3.3 Reading for an Essax:l

There are many "correct” things to write about in an essay, but you need to narrow down your choices and
clarify the purpose of your essay. Generate and gather as many relevant ideas, and examples as you can,
without, for the moment, deciding on their priority . Jot down everything that comes to mind. Keep adding to
the list as ideas come to mind. Take a rest and let your ideas percolate. Try to summarise your ideas to see
whether you can focus on what is relevant to the topic. Draw on your own experience and what is commonly
known about the issue. Then try to diagram your major points. Make an outline or diagram to see a
schematic of what you have. You are then ready to begin reading.

3.3.1 CHOOSING READINGS

Students often spend too much time and energy taking notes from books. It is more important to understand
what you have read, with notes serving merely as reminders of knowledge you have digested rather than as
substitutes for what you have read. It is also important to have the title of your essay in mind at all times, and
only make notes that are directly relevant to this title.

Take to the library the reference list given by your lecturer and the brainstorm/outline you have already
made. If your lecturer has not supplied a reading list, or if you wish to supplement the list, make use of
PsychLit on CD-Rom, Psychological Abstracts, the Internet, or other sources. It is useful to begin with a
review article (which reviews all relevant research on a topic over a period of time), to gain an overview of
the area, then use the reference list at the end of the article, to suggest other readings.

For each reading, note the forward or preface, the contents page, the index and any reviewers’ comments
included, considering issues like what audience the book or article is written for, the author's academic
position, and whether it is relevant to your essay. If you are still unsure, skim the reading to gain an
overview, focussing on titles, subheadings, diagrams, tables and other clues to its content. Also read the
introduction and conclusion, to get a sense of the structure of the writer's arguments, any conclusions
reached, and a summary of the main issues raised.

If you intend to use the reading in your essay, note down all the bibliographic details so that you can
reference the source correctly, as well as the main points about the methods and/or conclusions to which
you want to refer.

DO NOT WRITE ON OR REMOVE READINGS. BOOKS AND JOURNALS ARE EXPENSIVE AND
THEY ARE INTENDED FOR THE USE OF ALL CURRENT AND FUTURE STUDENTS AND STAFF

3.3.2 STRATEGIES FOR REDUCING THE DIFFICULTY OF READINGS
Some readings are more difficult than others. Several strategies exist to improve your understanding of
difficult readings:

1. Prioritise and group readings:
Group related readings and do them together, rather than reading everything in isolation from everything
else. Alternatively, order readings in terms of difficulty, starting with the simplest and moving on to more
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difficult ones, or from general readings to more specific ones. After this, it may even help to arrange the
development of the field you are researching.

2. Re-frame statements in your own words:
Spell out the structure of the argument and main ideas, using diagrams or numbering where necessary.
Then restate the article’s main thesis, in your own words.

3. Generate examples:

Another useful strategy is to go beyond the information given, using it to generate your own examples, or
applying it to new contexts. Try to modify the cases or examples given in the reading, seeing whether the
theory or idea still applies to these new cases, or has key limitations. For example, does the material apply
to you and your friends and family, and if not why not? Or if Cognitive Therapy is viewed as highly successful
in the treatment of simple phobias, does it seem equally successful in treating social phobias or other types
of anxiety disorder?

4. Develop a critical approach to reading:

Evaluate what you have read, identifying the strengths and weaknesses of an argument, finding its areas of
application, and determining the strength of supporting evidence. Critical thinking also involves an ability to
synthesise ideas from various sources into a coherent argument. Students should learn to relate material
read in one article to ideas advanced elsewhere.

5. Make your reading absorbing:

Ensure that you are motivated and interested in your reading by remaining active while you read. Take
notes, underline details, use colours and draw diagrams, to keep your attention focussed on the reading.
Use Robinson’s SQ3R described earlier to develop an active reading approach. This consists of a series of
steps designed to keep you actively focussed on your reading: Survey, Question, Read, Recite, Review (see
Section 2.1. on Preparing for Examinations and Tests).

3.3.3 SUMMARISING A RESEARCH ARTICLE

Here are some practical hints on how to summarize articles describing a research study or studies:

1. Scan the article:

Scan the article, beginning with the abstract, introduction and conclusion, and using these to make notes
about the main argument and conclusion. Then divide the article into manageable chunks, read each
section, and make brief notes. As you read through each section try to identify:

The context of the study in terms of theoretical or societal concerns (stated in the Introduction)
The research question (Abstract and Introduction)

The hypothesis/hypotheses (Introduction)

How the hypothesis was tested (Methods)

The findings (Results, including tables and figures)

How the findings were interpreted and what they mean in terms of the theoretical or societal
concerns that gave rise to the study (Discussion and Conclusion).

Underline key sentences or write the key point of each paragraph in the margin. It may also be helpful to
write down the key points listed above on a summary sheet as you come across them.

2. Read for depth:



After you have highlighted the question, hypothesis, findings, and interpretations, go back to the article to
read about each area in more detail. Expect not to fully understand the article the first time; you will probably
have to read it more than once before you can talk about it in your own words. As you read, ask yourself
these questions:

Why am | writing this down?

What is especially interesting about this information?

Is there a relationship between this information and what I've already written?
How does the design of the study address the question posed?

What alternative explanations have been considered or controlled?

How convincing are the results? Are any of the results surprising?

What does this study contribute toward answering the original question?
What aspects of the original question remain unanswered?

3. Plagiarism and taking notes:

Plagiarism is presenting someone else's work as your own (see Chapter 7). To avoid it, ensure that all
summary notes are written in your own words, in the shortest, simplest manner, rather than copying the
author’s style. If an idea is relevant to your topic, you should be able to summarize it in your own words. If
you can't, you probably don't understand it. To prevent plagiarism, read a section through carefully, and only
once you have finished reading, take notes in your own words. If you write notes as you read, you will tend
to copy the author’s style and wording. Avoid writing complete sentences when note-taking.

If you want to use an original phrase or quote from the article, write it down exactly as it appears in the text
and note the page number. You will need this to refer to the quote in your essay, and the quote will need to
appear between quotation marks. In your notes, distinguish between what the author wrote and your
comments about it (e.g. use different inks or stars next to quoted sections).

|3.4 Writing an OutIine:I

An outline is a formal system used to organize your essay. It helps to clarify whether your ideas connect to
each other, where the essay is thin and needs more material, what order of ideas works best, or whether
you have sufficient evidence to support each of your points. Outlines are useful because they help you see
the overall structure of the essay.

MAKING THE OUTLINE
2. Sum up the point of the essay in a sentence, including a motivation for its importance. This will help
you stay focussed on relevant issues.

2. Identify the main categories. What are the main points you will cover?

3. Create the first category. What is the first point you want to cover? If the essay centres around a
complicated term, a definition is often a good place to start. For a paper about a particular theory,
giving the general background on the theory can be a good place to begin.

4, Create sub-categories. After you have the main points, create points under these that provide
support, elaborate or develop the main point. The number of categories you use depends on the
amount of information you are going to cover.



5. Distinguish between theory and data, separate opinion from information.

An example of an outline is given over the page.



D)

Television and Children's Violence:

Does television cause violence?

Societal concerns
Brief mention of previous areas of research
The difficulty of assigning cause

Present studies on both sides:

4.1.
4.2.
4.3.

44.

4.5

Some studies are "for".
Some studies are "against".

Research "For":
First study "for":
Method.
Results.
Analysis of the conclusions:
Maybe insufficient sample size

Second study "for":
Method.
Results.
Analysis of the conclusions:
Maybe unreliable measures or no control
group

Research "Against":
First study "against":
Method.
Results.
Analysis of the conclusions:
Maybe good controls, follow-up over one year

Second study “against”
Method.
Results.
Analysis of the conclusions:
Maybe large sample size, real world setting

Conclusion:

Studies "for" generally have poor methodology
Studies "against" generally have good methodology.
Research doesn't seem to support the idea that TV
causes violence in children.

More research is needed that addresses the
methodological problems identified

Critical appraisal and recommendations




KEEPING YOUR OUTLINE FLEXIBLE

The format of an outline shouldn't make you inflexible about how to write your essay. Often when you start
writing, the essay takes new directions. If you add new sections change the outline - as you would correct a
crude map as you become familiar with the terrain. However, when your essay diverges from your outline, it
can also mean that you have lost your focus. How do you know whether to change the essay to fit the
outline or change the outline to fit the essay? To check, use the essay to recreate the outline after you have
finished writing the essay. If the resulting outline covers the main issues in an order that is easy to follow, the
organization of your paper has been successful. If you find that it's difficult to create an outline from what
you have written, then you need to revise the paper. Your outline can help you with this, because the
problems in the outline will show you where the paper has become disorganized.

|3.5 Writing the Essax:l

3.5.1 ESSAY STRUCTURE

Having decided what to include in the essay and how different sub-topics relate to one another, you are
ready to begin writing. Follow a clear structure in the essay, as set out in your outline, to ensure that one
idea flows logically into another, and your reader is able to follow the essay easily. All essays have the
following basic structure:

1. Introduction:

This lays the foundation upon which the essay is built, and tells your reader what the essay is about. The
introduction outlines how you understand and will approach the topic, why the issues under discussion are
important, and gives definitions of key terms. It is important that the introduction “hooks” the reader, so that
their first impression is of something well researched and thought through. They will then want to read
further.

There are several common types of introductions used in essay writing:

"In this essay | will..." - indicates what is to be covered in the essay;

“The HIV/AIDS epidemic is spreading most rapidly among people in the age group ..” - creates
interest and stimulates the reader;

“Webster’s Dictionary defines anxiety as ...” - explains a difficult term, the main subject of the essay;

“Back to work’ said President Thabo Mbeki ...” - a quote to set the tone for the essay topic.

Some people find it best to write a draft introduction and then to polish it after they have finished the
essay; this ensures that your introduction matches the rest of the essay and you have written about
what you state you will in the introduction. Remember that the introductory and conclusion paragraphs
of your essay form the strongest impressions in your reader’'s mind, and deserve to be given careful
attention.

2. The body of the essay:
This is the bulk of the essay and consists of one idea, followed by another, each with supporting facts,
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arguments or examples. In general, the essay should develop from the general to the specific, like a funnel.
The body is divided into a set of paragraphs, each having one central idea. Ensure that there is a clear,
logical structure, as set out in your outline, and that one idea links to another. Here the technique of
signposting or linking is useful, whereby you state briefly what is about to follow, and then use language to
emphasise the aspects introduced; for example: “We will review the project in terms of three factors: timing,
cost and staffing. Firstly, timing ..... Secondly, cost plays a role...”

3. The conclusion:

End your essay by presenting any conclusions you may have reached, by pulling together and summarising
the content, or by restating the argument. Evaluate the field you have written on; identify any problems you
encountered, such as loose definitions or methodological problems. You may also return to the question
posed in the title, and ensure that it has been answered, or may stimulate further thought, indicating areas
for future research.

3.5.2 STRUCTURING SENTENCES

Explain yourself clearly in your essay, using short, simple sentences. Avoid heavy, confusing jargon, and
excess words and phrases, which can clog up your writing and make it less clear. Students often over-use
technical terms and jargon in long, complicated sentences with several clauses. Complex language often
reflects confusion, and clear writing indicates clear thinking on the topic.

Generally, there are two ways to eliminate wordiness:

1. Compress what you mean into the fewest possible words, writing short, clear sentences.
2. Don't tell your readers what they already know, don't need to know, or can infer.

3.5.3 COMMON TYPES OF WORDINESS
All word processors have grammar checkers. Ensure that the default language for your programme is set to
Britain (not the United States which uses different spelling and grammar to South Africans), and use the
checking function to help you write clearly.

Unfortunately, we can inflate our prose in so many ways that it is impossible to list them all, but the following
suggestions should help you eliminate the most common types of wordiness.

1. Redundant Pairs:
Many pairs of words imply each other. Finish implies complete, so saying that something is “completely
finished” is redundant. In the following pairs of words the first word is redundant:

past memories true facts future plans unexpected surprise
various differences  important essentials sudden crisis past history

each individual basic fundamentals free qift terrible tragedy

end result final outcome

An example of how redundancies can be eliminated is given below:

Original: Before the travel agent was completely able to finish explaining the various
differences between all of the many vacation packages her travel agency was
offering, the customer changed his future plans.

Revised: Before the travel agent finished explaining the differences between the
vacation packages her travel agency was offering, the customer changed his




plans.

2. Redundant Categories:
Specific words imply their general categories, so it is not necessary to state both. In the following cases,
only the word underlined is necessary:

large in size of a bright colour heavy in weight round in shape
at an early time of a cheap quality honestin character of a strange type
unusual in nature extreme in degree

An example of redundant categories, and their elimination, is given below

Original: During that time period, many car buyers tended to prefer cars that were pink
in colour and shiny in appearance.
Revised: During that time, many car buyers tended to prefer pink, shiny cars.

3. Meaningless Modifiers:
Some sentences become very wordy when filled with unnecessary modifiers. These words and phrases can
be pruned away to make sentences clearer:

kind of sort of really basically
individual definitely actually generally
specific for all intents and purposes very extremely
For example:

Original: For all intents and purposes, industrial productivity generally depends on

certain factors that are really more psychological in kind, than on any given
technological aspect.

Revised: In the main, industrial productivity depends on factors that are more
psychological than technological.

4. Stating the Obvious:
Often writers state what is a matter of common sense or can be inferred from the writing.

For example:
Original: Imagine a mental picture of someone engaged in the intellectual activity of
trying to learn what the rules are for how to play the game of chess.
Revised: Imagine someone trying to learn the rules of chess.




5. Excessive Detail:
Sometimes irrelevant details or more information than readers need to know, are provided.

For example:

Original: Cricket, one of our most popular summer sports in terms of total attendance at
cricket grounds and viewing on television, has the kind of rhythm of play on the
field that alternates between the players' passively waiting with no action taking
place between the bowling to the batter and exploding into action when the
batter hits a bowled ball towards one of the opposing team and he fields it.

Revised: Cricket, one of our most popular summer sports, has a rhythm that alternates

between waiting and explosive action.

6. Phrases for Words:
Another type of redundancy results from using phrases when a single word will suffice.

For example:

Original: As you read what you have written to improve your wording and catch errors of
spelling and punctuation, the thing to do before you do anything else is to
correct places where commas, colons and the like have been used incorrectly.

Revised: As you edit, first correct errors of punctuation.

7. Common Phrases:
Some common phrases that can be compressed, include the following:

because, since, or why can replace:

considering the fact that for the reason that due to the fact that

on the grounds that this is why owing to the fact that
in light of the fact that the reason for

when can replace:

on the occasion of in a situation in which under circumstances in which

about can replace:
concerning the matter that  as regards where ...... is concerned
in reference to

must or should can replace:it is crucia