English Study Skills

Spend at least 30 minutes revising either that day’s lesson in English or a previous lesson.  Do not rely on just reading your notes. You MUST interact with the material:

· read notes then paraphrase them

· write your own notes again from memory then check against the originals

· choose a type of question then try to remember everything you can about it in 10 minutes

· look cover write check

· make up a mnemonic

· make up a mind map

    Whatever technique works best for you is the one to use. 

Every day, without exception, choose an article from the Scotsman/Herald: 

If it’s the Herald it should come from the ‘comments’ section. Especially the ‘columnists and bloggers’ part of the page.

If it’s the Scotsman then scroll down the home page until you come to the section headed ‘opinion’.

Cut and paste the article into a word document then print it and do the following:

· try to work out the meaning of unfamiliar words from the context

· check your answers against a dictionary

(if the passage does not contain words that are unfamiliar then choose one that does)

· identify language techniques 

· write beside them what you think is the intended effect of each of these techniques.

This should take about 45 minutes to 1 hour.

When you have done that you should summarise the writer’s argument in 300 words or fewer. Write it in a word document and make sure you check spelling, etc.

You must get used to writing concise and accurately punctuated sentences and paragraphs.

Every other day IN ADDITION you should try at least three or four questions from a past paper. Check your answers against the SQA’s answers. Make sure you set yourself a limit of 1.5 minutes per mark available.

Revise punctuation techniques every day. Colon, semi-colon, dash, etc. until you know them off   by heart.

Listen for the use of imagery every time you watch TV or listen to music. Jot down any you can remember. Analyse them whenever you have the time using the ‘just as... so too...’ formula.

A COMMON EXCUSE 
When asked about time spent at home revising and preparing for English exams, too many people reply, “Well ... you can't really revise for English!” 

This is simply untrue and more often than not, is just a weak excuse to salve a guilty conscience. The reality is that English combines a wide range of quite specific skills and the only way that you will master them is if you familiarise yourself with them and gain some practical experience of them.

DECENT EXPOSURE 

There is no doubt that people who read a lot gradually build up an intuitive understanding of many of the skills involved in English. However, unless you have unlimited time for your skills to develop, then you must make a conscious effort to cultivate them. In order to improve, you must increase you exposure to – and your awareness of – language. If you don't do this then you will struggle with English. Many people hope to write a good Critical Essay without actually knowing the text. Many hope to cope with Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation without ever reading quality journalism. Such people will, quite rightly, fail – you won't get something for nothing! 

THE WAY AHEAD . . . 

The following information should help you to understand the skills you will be assessed on in English, as well as providing advice on how to use your English study time effectively and how to look for faults/weaknesses in your own work. 

At all times remember that your future is in your hands (not your teachers', not your parents'). Also remember that any lack of motivation must be addressed and resolved now, or you will have to live with the consequences for years to come. 
THE GENERAL IDEA

As with any other subject, your approach to English should involve: 

· identifying/clarifying exactly what is being tested by the examiners. 

· developing your knowledge and understanding of those skills. 

· identifying your weaknesses/problems/deficiencies.
· Remedial action targeted at specific problems (i.e. more practice). 
READING FOR UNDERSTANDING, ANALYSIS AND EVALUATION
WHAT IS BEING ASSESSED?

Paper 1 is a test of close reading skills and yet for many people, this is the worst part of the whole English exam. This is usually confirmed by prelim marks – often less than 12 out of 30. Such marks seldom reflect accurately the candidate's close reading skills but, more often than not, they indicate a naïve lack of practice and preparation for a demanding exercise.

There are three main stages to tackling close reading:
· understanding the passage.
· understanding the questions.
· clear and accurate expression of the answer.
Each of these stages has its own difficulties and each can be tackle more successfully with the right preparation.
HOW TO PREPARE

A. UNDERSTANDING THE PASSAGE

Most English passages are articles taken from quality newspapers or magazines. The more you read such publications then the more comfortable you will be with this type of writing, the more you will tune in to such aspects as tone, style, approach, language, register and different levels of meaning.

Remember that you don't need to read the entire Sunday Times from front to back in order to gain some benefit. Be selective. Pick out two or three articles/features that take your interest and read them in detail.

The two main barriers to understanding in this type of writing are:

Unfamiliar Vocabulary

· Learn more words (e.g. look up the meanings of unfamiliar words you encounter when reading newspapers).
· Use the context to help you narrow down the meaning.
· Look for a part of the word (a root/base word) that you might understand.
Complex Sentences

· Yet again, you require more practice in this type of reading – the more you read complex sentences, the less complex they become.

· Highlight/underline the main part of the sentence (as demonstrated and practised in class) leaving out unnecessary detail and extra information. Once you have grasped the main part of the sentence you can take account of the extra details.

· Take account of any ‘signpost' words that may be there to direct you, i.e. words that appear in the question and also appear in the passage.

    B. UNDERSTANDING THE QUESTIONS

The questions in close reading are quite specialised, so if you don't invest some time in familiarising yourself with them then you are bound to have problems. On the other hand, the fact that they are specialised means that there is a limit to the number of types of question that the exam board can ask you. With thorough preparation, you can use this to your advantage.

· Look through past papers and make a list of question terms. Using a dictionary and/or a conveniently available English teacher, make up a glossary of these terms so that you are not only familiar with but actually understand the terminology of the questions – you're better to find out now rather than wondering about it during the actual exam!

· Make up a list of RECURRING QUESTIONS by looking through past papers and noting the types of questions that appear in more than one year. Once you have done this, ask your English teacher about the specific demands of each question type.

· When looking at questions, develop your awareness of how the marks on offer may be divided up by the marker (this is normally easier with a 2 mark question than with a 4 mark question). If the division of marks is unclear then ask your teacher.
    3. ANSWERING THE QUESTIONS

· Be aware of line references given. These narrow down the area in which you have to search for the answer, increase your chances of getting the correct answer and save you valuable time.

· Don't write the first answer you come across as quite often the correct answer will come later on in the same sentence or paragraph. Check all the possible answers and then select the best.

· Cover the whole question and all of the marks on offer. Too often people lose marks needlessly because they fail to do this. Also, set out your answer so that the examiner can easily identify the different parts/stages of your answer.

· Be precise/concise in your answers. Remember that the more you write, then the more chance you have of saying the wrong thing.

· Be aware of the sort of questions that require you to quote and those that require you to use your own words.

· Don't write extra answers within an answer. This is quite a common ploy that is meant to act as an insurance policy (“Well . . . if that first answer isn't right, then maybe this one WILL be . . . or this one . . . or maybe this one . . . ”). Unfortunately, all this does is PROVE that you don't know the correct answer and so you get no marks.

· Be precise when quoting. Don't copy the quotation inaccurately and ensure that when you are asked for a word you don't give a phrase and if you are asked for a phrase you don't give a sentence.

· Attempt ALL of the questions. If you only answer half of the questions then, in order to get 50% for RUAE, you have to get all of those questions you have attempted absolutely correct (margin of error = 0%). If you answer all of the questions then in order to get the same result (i.e. 50%) then your margin of error can be as high as 50%.
SOME COMMON FAULTS

NOT READING THE PASSAGE PROPERLY
There are a lot of different reasons for this:

· Pressure of time causes people to panic so they go straight to the questions. This causes even more panic because they don't really understand the questions or what they are all about. The pressure intensifies as they flick frantically from passage to question . . . to passage . . . to clock . . . to question . . . to the genius sitting next to them who is casually writing down the correct answers (is he really a genius or did he just read the passage first?) . . . to the brown envelope falling through the letterbox . . . 

· Let's put it another way. What would you say if someone said to you: “Tell me all about that film you didn't see last night”?
· Lack of concentration.
· Lack of familiarity with the type of writing encountered in the interpretation passage. What can be done if, during your English exam, you become aware of this considerable problem? Well . . . NOT A LOT . . . you should have prepared properly for the exam.
· Being put off or ‘thrown' by difficult vocabulary. Many people overreact to this problem. In a passage of, say, 800 words there may be five or six words that you are a bit unsure of and perhaps two that you don't have a clue about. That still leaves at least 95% of the vocabulary that you DO know! In any case, you can work out the meanings of many of the unfamiliar words using the strategies mentioned earlier.
NOT READING THE QUESTIONS PROPERLY
 This was dealt with earlier but here's a recap of the common reasons for this:

· Lack of familiarity with question terminology.

· Only covering part of the question.

· Lack of awareness of question types.

· Failure to take account of line references given.

 PROBLEMS IN ANSWERING
 Most of these were dealt with earlier but here's a recap:

· Wasting time on the most difficult questions. Many people who are aware of this problem still get caught out by it. If you get stuck at a particular question you may find that you spend so much time on it that you run out of time before you get a chance to attempt some of the later questions that you are able to answer. To make matters worse you may never find the answer to the question that is holding you back.
· To overcome this problem, the safest approach is to tackle the questions in two waves, getting all the easier questions out of the way first and then going back through the paper dealing with those more difficult questions.
· Leaving empty spaces. Obviously, if a particular question is holding you back then you should leave it and go back to it later. But you must ensure that you do actually go back to it and attempt an answer. If you write something you may get some marks but if you write nothing you will definitely get nothing.
· Failure to answer using your own words when required to do so.
· Failure to provide accurate and concise quotation when required.
· Writing the first answer you come across.
· Only answering part of the question.
· Looking for the answer in the wrong part of the passage.
· Not writing enough to earn the marks on offer.
· Writing too much or writing extra answers within an answer
· Lack of clarity.
· Lack of clear layout. The different parts/stages of the answer should be clear and obvious.

CRITICAL ESSAY

WHAT IS BEING ASSESSED?

The marking criteria for the critical essay are as follows:
· Personal stance.
· Appropriateness of text to question.
· Relevance of response to question.
· Knowledge of the text.
· Textual analysis (style/structure).
· Linguistic/literary/mass media awareness.
HOW TO PREPARE – THREE MAIN STEPS

    1. READ THE TEXTS AGAIN
There is no substitute for a full knowledge and understanding of the text and the only way to achieve this is by reading the texts yourself. Many people try to take shortcuts in this area:

· Watch the video/film of the play/novel.
· Read someone else's old critical essay answers or notes on a particular text.

· Read commercially produced notes (such as York Notes).
· Read the “blurb” on the back of the book.

· Study the picture on the front cover.

    These are only shortcuts to a resit!
    2. NOTE DOWN KEY DETAILS

Compile a list of the titles and authors you are preparing to answer on and then, for each one, add:
· A brief summary of story/content (4 to 10 lines).
· Personality details of main characters.
· A list of themes/main ideas.
· Note down points of style (e.g. word-choice, imagery, structure, tone, mood). Then explain/comment on the EFFECT of these.

If you can answer the above for a particular text then you have a basic knowledge of that text. However, this does not necessarily mean that you will be able to answer successfully on that text. Your knowledge must be detailed but above all it must be flexible if you are to apply it successfully. Below you will find a simple but effective procedure for presenting your knowledge and views.
    3. LEARN HOW TO PRESENT YOUR POINTS
For any point relating to the text (whether it be on character, theme, or style) you should be able to:

        STATE THE POINT – so that people know what you are talking about
        EXPLAIN/DEVELOP POINT – so that people understand what you are saying

        GIVE EVIDENCE/PROOF/TEXTUAL REFERENCE – so that people believe you (and  








fully understand you)
        YOUR OWN COMMENT – to add conviction to your points/to individualise or      
personalise your work/make it different from other people's answers on the same text.
    FURTHER PREPARATION
· Read and analyse questions in past papers. Remember that relevance is uppermost in a marker's mind and a lack of relevance will be heavily penalised.

· Make a glossary of question terms and how you will be expected to respond to them (e.g. briefly, in greater depth, account for, outline).
· Make outline plans for answers to questions in past papers. This helps you to see if you can come up with enough relevant points.

· Talk your answer aloud explaining and expanding on the points in your outline plan. If you become stuck at a particular aspect of the text, say setting, then you can revise that aspect. This has several benefits:
· it uses up less time than writing the answer out in full.
· it highlights deficiencies/gaps in your knowledge of the text.
· it highlights difficulties in expressing/articulating your views.
· it saves you from spending time revising what you already know.
· it builds up fluency.
· Answer, in full, questions from past papers. To ensure that you get it right in your actual English exam, you need a fair amount of practice at orchestrating the various skills involved in writing a critical essay.

    Remember to ensure that your answer has:
· relevance to the question asked.
· a good number of points.
· sufficient range and variety of points.
· individuality / sincerity of views.
· justification of views (appropriate textual reference).
CRITICAL ESSAY – SOME COMMON FAULTS

    1. Failure to answer the question asked. 
Treating the exercise as a general review rather than a particular question calling for an examination of specific aspects of the text:

This often begins “One book I really enjoyed a lot was . . .”/“The poem I have chosen is . . .”

Instead, you should, of course, answer using the terms of the question as this lets your reader know, right at the beginning, that you intend to deal with the question.
    2. Lack of knowledge of the text. 
There are many signs of this:

· inaccurate reporting of the text (e.g. getting a character's name wrong; getting an incident wrong; getting the title or author's name wrong).
· lack of detail in the answer which suggests only a hazy or sketchy knowledge of the text.

· lack of quotations suggest a lack of very detailed knowledge of the text.
· misquotation of the text obviously proves a lack of detailed knowledge of the text.

    3. Failure to cover a sufficient number of relevant points:
This means that the answer is too narrow, too insubstantial. Basically, you are on the right track but you don't actually earn enough marks.

    4. Cramming points into a short space:
This means that your points will be poorly expressed and underdeveloped, while you may also find that your answer is tragically short due to you having “burnt out” your ideas too quickly.

    5. Inclusion of irrelevant points:
Irrelevant points are, quite simply a waste of space as they earn you no marks. Only points which clearly relate to the question asked will gain you credit. Moreover, irrelevant points can actually be dangerous because they can make you think that you have written a very full answer when in fact, from a three page answer, you may have written only one page of relevant material.
So . . . to do well in English it is clear you must do all you can to be totally prepared. You can do this if you become increasingly aware of what is required and you invest time and effort in trying to develop your skills.

