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Making the most 
of learning opportunities Academic Skills

Division of Student Success

Make the most of the time you spend studying.
To study effectively and efficiently, it is important to be an active learner. This means that in every learning 
situation, you should play an active role: listening attentively, taking notes, watching carefully, thinking 
through ideas, asking questions, clarifying your understanding, and incorporating new information into 
your existing knowledge systems in a way that makes sense to you.

Some useful study habits include:
 •  ask questions – Why? Why not? Who says so? How does this change what I already know? What 

connections can be made with my existing knowledge? What should I do differently? What does this 
mean to me? To the world? To my professional practice? In this situation? In another situation?

 •  use as many of your senses as possible in learning situations – don’t just listen and watch, but write 
(notes, lists, mind maps), and speak (ask questions, discuss, read study notes aloud). Every sense 
provides another pathway for the information to travel into your brain and can assist with later recall;

 •  participate actively and focus on the task at hand – engaged learners are better learners, so try to 
find a reason to focus (eg. because the topic is interesting or relevant to your future career, because 
you want to avoid being stressed at exam time, because understanding the current material will help 
you achieve your goals, etc);

 •  studying and working collaboratively – humans need social contact and learn more in group 
situations; however, choose your study mates wisely and ensure you have common goals;

 •  identify support systems – ensure you can identify and access the people and resources that are 
available to help you. Academic Skills Advisors are one such resource. Make sure you know who they 
are, where they can be found, and how you can make an appointment with them. Another helpful 
resource is the academic skills help page at https://csu.edu.au/academicskills. Explore it as soon as 
possible so you know what help is available – before you need it!

 •  plan your study carefully using planners for the session and your weekly schedules;

 •  review material regularly – new information doesn’t immediately stay with us. It needs to be visited 
regularly to become familiar and learned. Review it the night after a lecture, a week later, a month 
later, and prior to the exams.

Lectures, presentations, demonstrations, videos, films, interviews, and 
soundtracks.

 •  participate actively – listen, take notes, answer questions if asked, write your own questions for later 
follow-up;

 •  reflect later on the main idea, supporting ideas, and interesting facts – turn these into lists or mind-
maps, make connections with existing knowledge.
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Discussions.
Discussions are a routine part of teaching and learning. Students who participate actively in class 
discussions are more likely to understand and learn the new material than those who simply listen. In 
addition, class discussions promote self-confidence, the ability to ‘think on your feet’, the art of rational 
debate, and the development of oral presentation skills – all very important professional skills.

To participate effectively in class discussions:

 •  listen attentively to others;

 •  focus on the question under discussion and don’t go off on irrelevant tangents;

 •  speak clearly and at an appropriate volume; use body language and gestures to add emphasis to 
your points;

 •  make notes of the points you wish to raise as it may be some time before you get to contribute;

 •  do not be afraid to voice your opinion, even if it is different to that of the instructor or your 
classmates;

 •  remember that the most valid opinions are supported by evidence using examples, things you have 
read, theories etc.; 

 •  try to be as objective as possible – a class discussion shouldn’t provoke emotional responses;

 •  phrase counter arguments appropriately without being negative, aggressive or rude;

 •  ask clarifying questions if a point is unclear; 

 •  provide support to less confident peers if you know they probably have something interesting to say 
but may be hesitant to participate;

 •  do not monopolise the conversation – the best discussions involve everybody, so take turns;

 •  do not repeat points that have already been made unless you have a particularly relevant example, a 
contrary opinion, or need to lend support to one side of the argument;

 •  do not repeat yourself – the fastest way to turn off an audience is to stick doggedly to a single point 
rather than moving the discussion into new territory. 

Individual tasks, pair work, and group activities 
 •  identify the instruction words, content, and expected outcome;

 •  break the task into a sequence of manageable activities and necessary processes; 

 •  identify the strengths of each student;

 •  allocate tasks based on individual strengths;

 •  allocate sufficient time to each task; include scheduled deadlines; 

 •  identify and gather all necessary resources; 

 •  work through planned activities. 

Online learning
 •  stay focused and do not get distracted by irrelevant sites; 

 •  use the reading skills discussed in the “Effective reading” guide on this site;

 •  take notes as required;

 •  follow the instructions carefully;

 •  identify sections you have trouble understanding to follow up later. 
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