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Handcuffs, Alcohol and Exams Don’t Mix.

To a newly started fresher the four years to graduation on my course seem like a long way away but the time does fly by.  Most students think the first year is a bit of an easy option.  It does not count towards the hoped for degree.  This is my first piece of advice, take every year of your course as seriously as if it were worth a large percentage of your degree.  It may not count for much or anything but it is there for a reason.  Namely, building a base to work off in the following years to come.  It not only looks good on the CV but may also bring unexpected bonuses.  Many departments have prizes for people who have worked hard in every year group, be it a generalised award for ‘outstanding performance’ or for a specific project like a dissertation.

Secondly, lecturers are your friends!  Don’t be shy, they won’t bite and they aren’t there simply to drill knowledge into your head.  They are there to help and are full of a wealth of knowledge on their specialist subject.  Remember, they were freshers themselves once (no matter how long ago it was) and if you are lucky they may regale you with the odd educational anecdote from their student or working years.  These are always worth listening to and are occasionally hilarious.  For example “Dr. X” once missed an exam because he got drunk the night before.  Ordinarily this wouldn’t have been a problem he had done the same many times before and still made it on time to exams and lectures.  The problem was that he was handcuffed to a lamp-post in his underwear by his – then – girlfriend while he was under the influence. He naturally applied for extenuating circumstances and despite getting laughed at by all his friends and lecturers when he told them, the exam board did let him take the exam in the re-sit period without having his mark capped at a maximum of 40% - probably out of pity.  It did however teach him to be careful about drinking the night before an exam.  A personal tutor can also give advice on any number of other subjects and can occasionally provide a shoulder to cry on.  Remember, they want you to do as well as you can too.

Join any societies associated with the subject, it is an excellent way of making friends and getting to know the lecturers better.  Societies will have regular socials that generally involve copious amounts of alcohol and can also put on events related to the subject.  For instance, Keele Geosoc put on the occasional weekend field trip to geologically interesting places or will have an interesting seminar.  There is also generally an annual ball.  These are always good fun.  Make friends with people in your own year and in the years above.  The seniors can give you a good idea of what teaching style a lecturer has and what field trips and coursework is like before you have to chose whether to take a particular module.  Friends in your year are also excellent for getting help.  If you are not very good with computers but are a genius when it comes to fossils and you have a friends in your class who is the opposite, make an arrangement to work together.  You can learn a lot from each other as well as from the lecturers and, as a result will both end up getting better overall grades.

Ask the lecturer of the module you are studying what is the best overall text (if there is one) and buy that.  Libraries are also there for a reason, they generally stock all of the key texts that a lecturer puts in the reading list, if not the lecturer should have a personal copy.  Second hand books, often with very useful annotations are a good option if you do intend to buy a lot of books, not to mention a heck of a lot cheaper.  Another piece of advice…books are there to be read, there is no point buying a book only to have it sit untouched on the shelf collecting dust.  You will not learn anything.  I would suggest splitting the book by chapter and reading a section a week (or a day if you are a fast reader).  It can be very boring but you never know when you might find the information useful for an essay or an exam.  Lecturers will love you forever if you add unasked material relevant to a question in an exam – and they will mark the paper appropriately.

Take the time to look up references cited by lecturers at the end of a lecture.  It may be dry and boring to read, but will give you lots of brownie points for including it in an exam and will flesh out the bare bones of the topic that your lecturer has just talked about.  Do take a look in the journals a lecturer suggests, there can some really interesting articles and are the best source of material for building an essay.

Set aside at least one night a week to study.  By all means have fun and go out drinking with friends, that is part of being a university student, but a little bit of work each week will add up.  Instead of being antisocial for a full week as deadlines appear over the horizon, the work will have been done in small easy chunks over a longer period.  You should also plan reading and essays well ahead of time. This way you don’t end up working until 4am on the day before the coursework is due to be submitted.  I learned this mistake last semester when I had to pull 9am to 4am days for a full week to get my dissertation in on time in a reasonable format.  Trust me, you do NOT want to go there!  You end up tired, burned out and the essay’s (or in my case dissertation) quality may suffer. 

In closing, my final piece of advice is, don’t stress.  Bad things happen, there is little you can do to stop this so just try and let the stress slide and do what you can to limit or sort the problem.  Things are rarely as bad as they seem and worrying will get you nowhere.  Above all enjoy yourself.  University life is an experience you will never forget!
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