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We cannot promise it 
will be easy

But this lecture gives 
you some tips and 
advice to help you on 
your way

Relates to PAIS 
modules



Starting points

No exam on PR21

But the module has been about 
transferable skills (e.g. to other modules, 
your degree more widely, employment)

This is a bonus lecture in my role as DSEP

Supplements guidance you will get on 
exams and revision in IP and WP (they will 
give you module specific advice)



Methods of assessment

PR21: 100 per cent assessed work (3 assessed 
essays)

IP:  100 per cent exam

WP:  100 per cent exam

PAIS 15 CAT modules: assessed by 1 assessed 
essay

2nd and 3rd years – mixture of assessed essays 
and exams, abolition of 50 per cent rule



Focus for today

Pre-exam (Revision)

The exam itself (‘the 
big day’)





The purpose of exams

To assess whether you have understood the 
module/course material

To ensure that the work which demonstrates 
this is entirely your own

Preparing for exams involves a high release of 
energy and degree of focus

An intense kind of learning, not easy to 
reproduce under other conditions 
(transferable skills)



Some positives (1)

You can’t be expected to give as long and 
detailed answers (how much can you write 
in an exam?)

You don’t have to write out references or 
bibliographies in full at the end

Compared to continuous assessment there 
is no less pressure on you throughout the 
year



Some positives (2)

Because of a degree of stress an exam can 
give you will-power and energy to take 
matters in hand and pull together your 
understanding
‘Thinking on your feet’
Pressure as a creative force
– It can allow you to understand the material far 

better than you would do otherwise
– Taking command of knowledge in the exam room, 

not reliant on checking what is in books



What counts as ‘success’?

The pass mark for 1st year exams is 40 per 
cent (although obviously we hope you will 
aim higher than that)

An opportunity re-sit in September (although 
we hope it doesn’t come to that)

Results do not go towards your final degree 
classification – however, marks and feedback 
do go in your file for reference purposes etc.

Study abroad requirements etc.



‘A candidate who is absent from an examination or 
assessment because of illness or other exceptional 
personal circumstances, may be permitted to sit 
the module for the first time in September, or at 
the next available opportunity’

‘Where a candidate’s performance is compromised 
by severe medical or personal difficulties the 
Board may disregard the examination or 
assessment and permit a deemed first sit in 
September, or at the next available opportunity’



Finding out the basics

How many exams will you have?

When are the exams?

Provisional and final exam timetables

Where can you get past papers?

– Available here 

Attend any revision sessions + see your 
personal tutor/module tutors

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/academicoffice/examinations/students/examination_dates/
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/academicoffice/examinations/timetables/examinations_timetable/
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/academicoffice/examinations/timetables/mainsummerexams/
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/exampapers


• Seminar tutors are able – as the UG 
handbook points out – to provide 
feedback on the structure of an essay plan 
or exam answer (up to a page of A4) 



But remember

Module content can change and earlier 
papers may contain topics that are no 
longer covered or going to be examined

This is our way of keeping modules up to 
date and at the cutting edge

Therefore, do rely on guidance from your 
lecturer/seminar tutors and current 
module website and list of topics



The revision process

Checking you have covered the syllabus in 
sufficient breadth and depth

Remind yourself of what you have learnt

Check your understanding

Employ strategies to help recall in the 
exam room (but not a memory test)

‘Get your thinking in before the exam’ 
(Northedge)



‘In planning for battle 
I have always found 
that plans are 
useless, but planning 
is indispensible’ 
(Dwight D 
Eisenhower) 



Adequate preparation

Organise your notes

Reduce your notes – key headings, points 
and citations (name and date only)

Make master cards (memory triggers, 
pattern notes, concept pyramids – with 
caveat I come to later)

Interactive learning – test your recall 
(write and test recall), record yourself



More practical tips

What location works best for you
– Library
– Cafe
– Learning grid
– Bedroom

Take regular breaks
– Pomodoro Technique (25 min, 5 min break)
– Internet blocking software

Food, sleep, relaxation, exercise (and 
rewards?)



Selecting what to revise

You can’t be expected to know everything –
at the same time do not be too selective

Some tutors may recommend a number of 
topics to revise – others may leave it to your 
judgment

Not simply about ‘topics’ – themes that cut 
across topics, synthesis, cannot simply revise 
in isolation (less exam questions recently)



Draw up a timetable

Work out exactly how much time you have 
to revise, factor in for potential 
‘emergencies’ and time to relax

Divide the time up between your different 
modules and different topics

Set aside time for practising past papers

Revising with friends (‘study buddy’)



Build up writing speed

Quality, relevance and critical analysis 
(argument) are more important than quantity

Good, concise answers can get high marks

However, if you are used to word processing, 
your handwriting speed may have diminished 

Although under pressure you may write 
quicker than you think 



Past exam papers

Brainstorm answers to past exam questions 
(and also seminar questions)
Make outline plans for as many questions as 
you can (but don’t learn answers)
Are questions by and large reformulations of 
those in previous years?
Time yourself for writing some of these, to 
build writing speed and general practice
Discuss questions with others.  Work out 
plans together





On the day itself (1)

Eat well before the exam (bread, cereals etc)
Be there in good time
Listen carefully to the instructions
Read and make sure that you understand the 
instructions on the paper
Always check both sides – even if you think 
one side is blank
Check you have been given the right exam 
paper



On the day itself (2)

Read through all the questions carefully

Select your questions – making sure you fully 
understand what they mean and what they 
require (the order in which to answer?)

Always spend 5 or 10 minutes planning your 
answer (unlike at school and college, do not 
assume your plan will count if you do not 
have time to finish your answer)



Please remember that the University’s 
Regulation 10.2 states that:

‘Candidates are forbidden to take into an 
examination room any books, papers, 
calculators, or any information storage and 
retrieval device, or any case or bag …unless 
there is an express provision otherwise in the 
case of a particular paper’



Please note that the University Senate 
has also resolved that students shall not 
be permitted to take mobile phones into 
examinations

Full details for students on bags and 
phones in examinations can be found here

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/academicoffice/examinations/students/bagsinexams/


How much to write (1)

PAIS exams – 4 questions in 3 hours
45 minutes per question (including 5 to 10 
minutes preparation time)
Ensure you answer 4 questions and you 
divide your time as evenly as possible 
between them
Your overall mark will suffer if your final 
answer is rushed
Law of diminishing returns (much easier to 
get first 30-40 marks than final 20)



How much to write (2)

It is difficult to specify a specific number of 
pages as it will depend, in part, on the size of 
your handwriting
I have seen excellent exam answers of a 
couple of pages
But more generally – 3 or 4 pages is more 
likely to bring success
Legibility can be a problem with exams (but 
do try your best) and avoid overlong 
paragraphs



ANSWER THE QUESTION

Not the one you wish you had been asked

Do challenge any assumptions in the question

Set  (and justify) parameters clearly (you can’t 
cover everything in an exam question)

Define any necessary terms and show you 
know the conceptual vocabulary (don’t write 
like a journalist!)



Don’t just rely on the lectures

Lectures will give you a good starting point, 
an overview
However, the examiner will want to see 
evidence of wider reading and wider 
understanding
Good to include names of authors and 
scholars (where relevant) but do not go over 
the top
Argument is far more important than stuffing 
answers full of names and facts



The importance of argument

Please remember the marking criteria
– Comprehension

– Analysis

– Critique

– Presentation

As stated earlier, University exams are not 
memory tests – they are about 
demonstrating understanding and your grasp 
of ideas through arguing a case

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/pais/currentstudents/undergrad/academic/ughandbook/criteria/


Structure and your voice

Have a clear structure (e.g. I will firstly, 
secondly, finally ...)
We want to hear your views, your thoughts, 
backed up by the evidence and the literature 
– and in the process taking on the counter 
arguments and why you do not believe them 
credible
Description should be limited – don’t just 
repeat what the marker can find in a textbook 
(show off your research)



‘You must not make 
substantial use of the 
same material in 
more than one 
question’



Feedback

PAIS has led the way in providing individual 
feedback on exams and the use of Tabula
Feedback sheets amended to give feedback 
on individual exam questions
Verbal feedback in Advice and Feedback 
Hours  (names of markers on feedback 
sheets)
See website for details of how and when 
marks and feedback will be released (exact 
dates to be confirmed)

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/pais/currentstudents/undergrad/academic/ughandbook/exams/results/


A robust process

Moderation process (involving external 
examiners at 2nd and 3rd year level)
Anonymous marking
Feedback will match any revised marks
PAIS only releases confirmed marks to our 
own students – we believe this is good 
practice and results in less anxiety
20 days working days feedback policy does 
not currently apply to exams



Important clarifications

Given the robust moderation processes, the 
University does not allow remarks
For 1st year students there is a right of appeal 
against a decision that you are required to 
withdraw from the University
You can find more information here.
Although you can request your exam script, it 
is extremely unlikely the examiner will have 
written any comments on it (so this may be of 
limited value)

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/academicoffice/examinations/appeals/


Some re-assurance

We not only want you to pass – we want 
you to do really well

We are not trying to trip you up

We are delighted when students do well

Indeed – with high quality teaching and an 
excellent calibre of students we expect 
high standards (externals commend us on 
both of these!)



Dealing with stress

A mild degree of stress can be helpful –
providing stimulation, focus and excitement

However, if you suffer from excess stress you 
should take steps to reduce it

See Cottrell, 2013, pp 379-382 & Northedge, 
2005, pp 337-442

Student workshop on managing exam anxiety
(Friday, 3rd May, 2.45-4.45pm, Westwood 
campus).

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/tutors/counselling/workshops/managingexamanxiety/


Another workshop

Exam Revision workshop

(hopefully more next term)

Run by Student Careers and Skills (SCS)

Registration is via My Advantage

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/skills/events/revision
https://myadvantage.warwick.ac.uk/


Further links

Some helpful SU advice

SCS online resources

And please do remember

– Special exam arrangements

– Mitigating Circumstances and form

– You can request name not on pass list

http://www.warwicksu.com/news/article/6007/2854/
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/scs/skills/resources/
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/pais/currentstudents/undergrad/academic/ughandbook/exams/special/
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/pais/currentstudents/undergrad/academic/ughandbook/exams/considerations
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/pais/currentstudents/undergrad/academic/ughandbook/forms/



