


Studying the Humanities: 
sorting the wheat from the 

chaff 



•  Two parts to success in the Humanities: 
–  1) Learning the content 
–  2) Learning the skills – essay writing and document 

study skills 

–  I am going to focus primarily on the first point today – 
without knowing your content, even the best essay 
writing skills won’t help you!  

–  Just a few quick tips on writing essays first… 
 
 



– Have powerful introductions  
• There are many reasons….aaaaargh 
• Heredotus says that Xerxes invaded Greece for revenge. However, a careful reading 
of the source material indicates that there were also other influential factors at play. 
 

– Have strong conclusions 
• In conclusion, the Persian invasions failed for a combination of reasons……
aaaaargh 
• In conclusion, Xerxes clearly did invade Greece for revenge on the upstart cities of 
Sparta and Athens, however it is also clear that the conquest of Europe and the glory 
that would bring was also in the forefront of his mind. 
 

– Have a logical structure 
• Make a clear pointed structure that has sufficient content with a definite argument 
supported by that content and appropriate examples 
 

– Have a legible script     and……. 



•  Just time to give you one essay 
writing tip which just happens to be 
the single most important thing to 
remember when writing an essay: 



READ THE 
QUESTION AND 

ANSWER THE 
QUESTION 



•  To answer the question you need to have the 
learnt the information that you need. 

•  So how do I separate the information I need from 
the rest of the ‘nice to know’ or the ‘don’t need to 
know’? 

 



Reading skills are crucial 
•  Work on your speed – the more you read the better you will get… 
 
•  Minimise distractions – You cannot listen to music and read for 

understanding…….No you cant! 

•  Leave your phone in a different room 

•  Lying down on the couch or at your desk? Why do men wear ties? Go to work! 

•  Good lighting 

•  Regular Breaks – When you are working you are working, when you are on a 
break you are on a break. 

 

 



•  Having said all that – In the Humanities, reading 
without any notetaking is not a good use of your time. 

–  You remember approximately 10 percent of what you read. 
–  You remember approximately 20 percent of what you hear. 
–  You remember approximately 30 percent of what you see. 
–  You remember approximately 90 percent of what you do.(i.e 

actively notetake) 



 
So how do I get a better result than just 

reading? ….by….. 
 
 

ACTIVE NOTETAKING – ie You must use your 
pen or digital equivalent! 

 



• THE CRUCIAL POINT OF 
SUCCESSFUL NOTETAKING 
IS……Any guesses??? 



KYF!	
  



•  KNOW YOUR FOCUS!  
 
•  KNOW WHAT YOU ARE TRYING TO LEARN! 

•  By doing this you will be able to see what is wheat and what is chaff.  
 
•  A good teacher will ensure that you know this. But if you are not clear – go and 

check, BE PROACTIVE. The process of checking will help you! 

–  Use the Syllabus 
–  Use checklists – make one if you don’t have one 
–  Make a bullet point list of what you are trying to find out 
–  Make focus questions. 

•  USE YOUR HUMANITIES TEACHERS! 

•  EXAMPLE……… 



•  Athens status after the Persian Wars: 
•  overview of the Battle of Marathon and its consequences 
•  rise of Themistocles and Aristides and the creation of the Athenian fleet 
•  Hellenic League 
•  consequences of the battles of Thermopylae, Artemisium, Salamis and Plataea 
•    
•  Creation of the Delian League: 
•  actions of Pausanias, Ionians and Athenians 
•  aims, organisation and structure of the Delian League  
•  reasons for Athenian leadership of the Delian League: 
•  oath, leaders, structure, composition of fleet, collection of tribute 
•    
•  Reasons for change of hegemon in the conflict against Persia: 
•  Thucydides’ explanation for Athenian  leadership of the Delian League 
•  internal division in Sparta 
•  role of Sparta in the change of hegemon 
•  role of allies in the change of hegemon 
•  role of Athens in the change of hegemon 
•  varying interpretations of the change in hegemon 
  



Notetaking techniques.  
(By hand or digital – it’s the same practice) 

•  NEVER in full sentences. Textbooks / articles have to make their information 
readable as a whole – your notes don’t need to be. Filter out extraneous 
information, distil the information in light of what your have worked out you 
need to know 

•  Keep a separate page(s) of well organised QUOTES. 
•  If you are being digital – NEVER cut and paste. 
•  Use your own words. 
•  Use abbreviations eg. (JC) (P) – be consistent though. 
•  Use diagrams. Use Tables. Use underlining. Use highlighting of your own 

notes. 



Notetaking techniques.  
(By hand or digital – it’s the same practice) 

•  Make connections with arrows. 
•  Use underlining. 
•  Make important info summaries as you go. 
•  Avoid repeating identical information. 
•  Note the source of material - you may need to refer back to it to check 

information. 
•  Make sure its legible enough for you to read it again and again BUT don’t 

waste time on making it pretty. 





Example: 



Revision and review is then crucial. 

•  You can then apply your own revision and review 
techniques 

•  Summarising / Palm Cards / Mnemonics / testing / back of 
the toilet door / study groups / explaining to your mother / 
recording your notes – two benefits /  

•  Unfortunately I don’t have time to go through this in detail 
today. I am sure you have been given plenty of tips in this 
area before. 



•  Learning takes time. Very few people have 
photographic memories. Learning requires repetition- 
meaningful repetition. This is why active study 
techniques are so vitally important.  

•  The more times around the learning circuit, the longer 
lasting the impression.  

•  Eg: Breakfast. 



Studying smart - summary 
¤  Do all readings and notetake smart. Use abbreviations, tables, 

arrows, coloured pens, underlining and emphasis.  

¤  Know what you are trying to understand! 

¤  Re-read your notes on completion and again within a day. 

¤  Be brutally honest with your understanding - DO I REALLY 
UNDERSTAND THIS?, if not go back and redo it or read a 
complementary reference. 

¤  cross check on points of fact that you cannot recall - places, dates 
etc. 



Studying smart - summary 
¤  Bring questions to class on points where you need clarification. 

¤  Work with your mates and discuss issues with each other, justify your 
opinions to each other, but don’t waste time 

¤  Remember who the competition is - Swotting girls! - The ATAR is a 
ranking competition! 

¤  To really push your marks up, consider a range of views, always relate 
your conclusions / points to the sources 

¤  Write practice essays  



Good luck with your studies – feel free to 
come and talk to me anytime in the 

Wolsey office if you have any questions. 


