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Abstract: Whether you are a student veterinary nurse or a registered veterinary
nurse completing advanced qualifications, you need to get the most out of often
brief study time between busy shifts in practice. Unfortunately there are no
shortcuts to exam success. There are, however, ways to learn more effectively to
get the most from your study time, helping you to feel better prepared for exams.
Focusing on two key factors will ensure you are maximising your learning: taking

control and keeping the learning active!

What is active learning?

As the name suggests, active learning
methods involve students being “active”
in some way, ideally by thinking critically
about the topic. Learning theory has
moved on significantly since the days of
students being lectured at by teachers,
which you may have experienced in your
school days. Like many, you may have
struggled to recall much of this informa-
tion as you were not actively involved in
collecting it. The development of modern
teaching theory suggests that passive
methods such as lecturing do not neces-
sarily lead to the most effective student
learning. Constructivism is a division of
learning theory which has been researched
and discussed by many authors for dec-
ades. In its modern form it suggests that
students learn when they make sense of
their own experiences and “construct”
their own understanding (Taber, 2011).

It has in turn given rise to the concept of
active learning — where students engage
in activities such as discussion or prob-
lem-solving. Essentially, if someone tells
you the answer to a question you are
unlikely to remember it, because this is a
passive action. However, if you try to find
that answer yourself by research or discus-
sion with others, you are much more likely
to recall it because you became actively
engaged in the activity. Your failure or
success and experience of trying to find
the answer creates emotions which have a
significant impact on how you remember
(Straker, n.d.).

Participation in the active learning process
also promotes the type of “higher-order
thinking” described in Bloom’s revised
taxonomy. The revised taxonomy sets out
a hierarchy of thinking skills in six levels.
Students should aim to utilise the “high-
er-order thinking skills” such as analysis
and evaluation to achieve deeper under-
standing of a topic. Using Bloom’s revised
taxonomy can also help students achieve
metacognition - a process which can be
described as thinking about learning.
Essentially, if you employ metacognition
to give deeper thought to how you learn

as an individual, it is thought you will
make better progress (Pritchard, 2014).
See Figure 1 for Bloom’s revised taxonomy
and examples of questions students can
consider during revision to deepen think-
ing and encourage metacognition.

Does it really work?

Active learning is not just a theoretical,
unproven idea. It has been shown to improve
student achievement when the results of a
control group are compared with experi-
mental groups, (Petty, 2009). A review of the
research on active learning by Prince (2004)
also broadly supported many common
active learning methods as being effective.

If active learning helps to achieve metacog-
nition, and students are able to self-regulate
by setting their own goals and evaluating
their own academic progress, it is suggested
that students will make an average of eight
months’ additional progress (Education
Endowment Foundation, 2016).
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PN Figure 1. Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy and example self-assessment questions for each level of learning (Carrington, 2012; Costello, n.d.;

Ferlazzo, 2009)

Active learning methods

So how can students start learning more
actively? The first step, as mentioned earlier,
is to take responsibility or ownership of your
own learning to achieve self-regulation.
Hattie (2009), an author whose research was
based on millions of students over many
years, concluded that the greatest impact on
student learning occurred when students

developed the ability to become their own
teacher, self-monitoring and self-assessing
their learning progress. With this evidence
base in mind, it is critical to your learning
that you are organised; know exactly what
will be examined, and make an honest and
realistic assessment of your knowledge and
understanding in relation to this. You can
then set yourself goals, perhaps weekly revi-
sion targets, taking into consideration time

constraints such as shifts at work. Perhaps
you could plan revision around cases you
have been involved with at work that week
to help link underpinning knowledge,
practical skills and reflective practice. Try
to avoid focusing too heavily on topics you
understand relatively well and instead give
priority to any areas of weakness that may
have been identified in the self-assessment.

PN Table 1. Learning styles and suggested active learning techniques (VARK Learn Limited, 201 6; Hawk & Shah, 2007)

Learning Style Key characteristics of style

Auditory

Suggested active learning techniques

Preference for spoken or heard information and questioning * Make recordings of summarised notes on smartphone or mobile
device

* Try playing low-level background music in your study space

* Use discussion with others as much as possible — form that study
group
* Read notes / OSCE steps aloud
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P Table 2. Dos and don'ts of revision

Dos Don'ts

Start early — months, not weeks, before exam » Cram — its unnecessarily stressful

Get organised by creating a realistic revision timetable that takes into account ~ * Spend all your time rearranging notes and procrastinating, just get on with it
your working pattern and social time

Exercisel Many links are now being made between physical activity and ability ~ + Spend all your time revising, time away socialising is healthy and achievable if
to concentrate you start early enough

Take regular breaks to maintain focus Avoid topics you struggle with and leave them until the day before the exam

.
.

Used varied active learning methods Obsess over one topic area to the detriment of others

Form a study group with fellow students or colleagues Focus all revision on past papers — this doesn't promote deep thinking

.

Find a good environment, some like quiet while others prefer some back- * Don't just read and make notes — think more actively

ground noise

Use colour and repetition

Practice mindfulness at work

* Test yourself or get others to test you

Once you have defined your goal, you
then need to ensure you are using active
methods of learning. Remember that
reading is a relatively passive action unless
you pause to do something with the infor-
mation, which is why students commonly
report reaching the end of a page or
chapter and being unable to recall any-
thing. Passive activities such as reading or
watching videos can be made more active,
and so more effective, by making notes or
discussing the content with others. The
aim is to continually challenge yourself
during revision and promote thinking
during the learning activity. To achieve
this, try making notes or discussing with-
out referring back to the book or video.
Once complete, you can then refer back
to the original source and evaluate your
understanding, adding any new thoughts.
In this way you are building upon your
knowledge or “constructing” your own
understanding of the topic in addition

to using Bloom’s higher-order thinking.

It allows you to organise your thoughts
and “file” them away in your brain’s filing
system and like any good filing system;
the more organised those thoughts are in
the system, the more likely they will be
found and recalled easily in an exam. A
good example of active learning applies to
OSCE preparation. Reading and mem-
orising task steps is a relatively passive
technique. Try instead to actively carry
out the steps, talking through your actions
as you do. Try watching or “examining”
others complete the steps, evaluate their
success and give feedback to help deepen
your own understanding.

This type of collaboration, or group work,
is also known to be effective in improving
learning (Prince, 2004), so rather than
working alone making notes, try studying
with others and forming a study group,
discussing your understanding instead
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of writing it down. Take opportunities

to discuss topics with work colleagues,
particularly your clinical coach, and

keep questioning and reflecting on your
actions. See Table 1 for examples of active
learning methods.

Mix things up

In short, one active learning method is not
enough. Ideally, students should vary their
learning methods as much as possible,

as different methods stimulate different
neural pathways to create memory links.
For example, information which is read
will stimulate visual pathways, while lis-
tening to a voice recording will stimulate
auditory pathways. Watching and listening
to a video will stimulate both visual and
auditory pathways. The more pathways
which are involved in creating a memory,
again the more chance there is of it being
recalled effectively. Students should aim to
stimulate several pathways with the same
piece of information to maximise the
chance of it being recalled. For example,
when trying to learn radiography posi-
tions, watch others position animals to
stimulate visual pathways, make a voice
recording of the anatomical landmarks

to playback and stimulate the auditory
pathways, and finally, practice physically
positioning animals to stimulate muscle
pathways. I think of this technique like
saving a really important document in
various places to ensure it doesn’t become
lost, e.g. save to desktop, save to USB and
save a copy in email just for good meas-
ure! See Table 2 for more dos and don’ts
of revision.

Learning styles

Learning styles or preferences give an
indication of a student’s preferred learning

method and are often assessed via ques-
tionnaire at the beginning of a course. The
idea is based on research which suggests
humans vary in how they receive stimuli,
and so while one student may take infor-
mation in easily via a particular medium,
another may struggle (Pritchard, 2014).
This has led to the development of defined
categorises of learning style such as visual,
auditory or kinaesthetic, although other
categories exist. It is worth investigating
your preferred learning style so you can
focus more heavily on active learning
methods which better suit your learning
preference, while remembering to con-
tinue to vary the learning methods used.
Questionnaires can be easily accessed
online and often provide suggestions for
suitable learning methods.

Conclusion

Whether you are a student veterinary
nurse about to start a college course,

or just looking to maximise the impact
of your continuing professional devel-
opment, increasing your use of active
learning is essential to keep pace with
the continually developing veterinary
industry. Making links between your
theoretical knowledge and practical
application is of paramount importance
to our patients and so every-day nursing
activities should not be overlooked as key
learning opportunities. Veterinary nurses
tend to be “hands-on”, practical people,
which is why we are initially attracted to
the role, and often report they learn best
by doing. So, if you do nothing else after
reading this, try and actively learn more
in the everyday activities at work — state
anatomical landmarks out loud while
clipping a patient for surgery, calculate a
drug dose from scratch rather than relying
on the wallchart, or simply consider the
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proverb often attributed to the Chinese
teacher Confucius

“Ihear and I forget. I see and I remem-
ber. I do and I understand” (Straker,
n.d.)

References

Carrington, A. (2012).The padagogy wheel ... it's a Bloomin’
better way to teach. In Support of excellence. Retrieved
October 13,2016, from http://designingoutcomes.com/the-
padagogy-wheel-its-a-bloomin-better-way-to-teach/

Costello, C. (n.d.). Bloom’s thinking and learning. Retrieved
October 13,2016, from http://www.virtuallibrary.info/
blooms-taxonomy.html

Education Endowment Foundation. (2016). Metacognition
and self-regulation. Retrieved October 13,2016, from https://

educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/resources/teaching-
learning-toolkit/meta-cognition-and-self-regulation/

Ferlazzo, L. (2009). The best resources for helping teachers use
Bloom'’s taxonomy in the classroom. Retrieved October |3,
2016, from http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2009/05/25/the-
best-resources-for-helping-teachers-use-blooms-taxonomy-
in-the-classroom/

Hattie, J. A. (2009). Visible learning:A synthesis of over 800
meta-analyses relating to achievement. London: Routledge.

Hawk,T.F, & Shah, A. J. (2007). Using learning style instruments

to enhance student learning. Journal of Innovative Education, 5(1).

Retrieved October 13,2016, from http://onlinelibrarywiley.
com/doi/10.1 'l 1/}.1540-4609.2007.00 1 25.x/full

Petty, G. (2009). Evidence-based teaching (2nd ed.).
Cheltenham: Nelson Thornes.

Prince, M. (2004). Does active learning work? A review of the
research. Retrieved August 6, 2016, from http://www4.ncsu.
edu/unity/lockers/users/f/felder/public/Papers/Prince_AL pdf

Pritchard, A. (2014). Ways of learning: Learning theories and
learning styles in the classroom (3rd ed.). New York, NY:
Routledge.

Straker, D. (n.d.). Active learing. Retrieved August 6, 2016, from
http://changingminds.org/explanations/learning/active_learning.
htm

Taber, K. (2011). Constructivism as educational theory:
Contingency in learning and optimally guided instruction.
Retrieved October 13,2016, from https://camtools.cam.
ac.uk/access/content/group/cbe67867-b999-4162-8eb7-
58696f3cedf7/Educational%20Theory/Constructivism?%20
as9%20Educational%20Theory.pdf

VARK Learn Limited. (2016).A guide to learning styles. Retrieved
October 13,2016, from http://vark-learn.com/strategies/

For further information and to access an online learning styles questionnaire, visit http://vark-learn.com/the-vark-questionnaire/

Taylor & Francis

Taylor &Francis Group

Not sure
where to start?
Read our
Top tips for
writing your
article

submit

© 2017 Bitish Veterinary Nursing Assoclation (BVNA)

Submit an article to
[ |

vn veterinary

nursing journal
Veterinary Nursing Journal is the official

peer-reviewed journal of the British Veterinary
Nursing Association.

The articles included in the journal provide
VNs access to practical and research-based
clinical information.

We invite students, qualified and advanced
veterinary nurses, and vets to add to this growing
body of research by publishing in the journal.

Types of article in VNJ

Features: Advice, information, interviews, discussion
pieces, surveys, careers and more (max 1500 words)

Clinical and Research: Clinical trials, best practice,
reviews and overviews of existing research and
practice i.e. clinical article, clinical audit and case
studies (max 2000 words)

Inspiration: A method, a result, a case,
an undergraduate project

Do’s and Don’ts
Do Don't

+ Read the formatting information X Overlook the title
and guidelines in the instructions % Rush the abstract

for authors

% Embellish or b bi

 Check spelling and grammar mbetiish orbe ambiguous

X L

 Ask a colleague to read your article u:z;i;f;zzyms

+ Use clear and direct language % Forget to clear any

copyright (check the

instructions for authors

for details)

+ Consult a range of up-to-date
references

+ Use reputable sources
% Miss out attachments

« Include relevant diagrams, charts (figores, tables)

and photos - check the instructions
for authors for information on image
quality and resolution

+ Include an abstract (100 word
summary of your article)

% Forget confidentiality
and privacy

+ Get informed consent from all
parties featured in your article

Ready to submit your article or want to find out more?

Visit www.tandfonline.com/tvnj to browse previous issues,

read the instructions for authors, and submit your article

4 \i\*’

SN

Benefits of publishing

include:

e Sharing and advancing
knowledge within the
profession

¢ Reviewing the evidence
base as a reflective
practitioner

¢ Counts as CPD time

¢ Builds on your
qualification

e Can further your career

Peer review explained

After you submit your paper
your article will go through
peer review which means
your article will be read by
other nurses and vets.

5 things to remember
about peer review:

. It's anonymous - VNJ uses
double-blind peer review,
which means both the
author and reviewer
remains anonymous

=

It improves quality of the
article and upholds the
standards of the journal

&

It helps you to make your
final article better - expect
some constructive criticism

&

It's not personal - don't be
put off if you receive some
negative feedback

o

If you have concerns
speak to the editor
VNJeditorinchief@bvna.co.uk

Veterinary Nursing Journal @ VOL 32 e January 2017 e Page 21


http://designingoutcomes.com/the-padagogy-wheel-its-a-bloomin-better-way-to-teach/
http://designingoutcomes.com/the-padagogy-wheel-its-a-bloomin-better-way-to-teach/
http://www.virtuallibrary.info/blooms-taxonomy.html
http://www.virtuallibrary.info/blooms-taxonomy.html
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/resources/teaching-learning-toolkit/meta-cognition-and-self-regulation/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/resources/teaching-learning-toolkit/meta-cognition-and-self-regulation/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/resources/teaching-learning-toolkit/meta-cognition-and-self-regulation/
http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2009/05/25/the-best-resources-for-helping-teachers-use-blooms-taxonomy-in-the-classroom/
http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2009/05/25/the-best-resources-for-helping-teachers-use-blooms-taxonomy-in-the-classroom/
http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2009/05/25/the-best-resources-for-helping-teachers-use-blooms-taxonomy-in-the-classroom/
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-4609.2007.00125.x/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-4609.2007.00125.x/full
http://www4.ncsu.edu/unity/lockers/users/f/felder/public/Papers/Prince_AL.pdf
http://www4.ncsu.edu/unity/lockers/users/f/felder/public/Papers/Prince_AL.pdf
http://changingminds.org/explanations/learning/active_learning.htm
http://changingminds.org/explanations/learning/active_learning.htm
https://camtools.cam.ac.uk/access/content/group/cbe67867-b999-4f62-8eb7-58696f3cedf7/Educational%20Theory/Constructivism%20as%20Educational%20Theory.pdf
https://camtools.cam.ac.uk/access/content/group/cbe67867-b999-4f62-8eb7-58696f3cedf7/Educational%20Theory/Constructivism%20as%20Educational%20Theory.pdf
https://camtools.cam.ac.uk/access/content/group/cbe67867-b999-4f62-8eb7-58696f3cedf7/Educational%20Theory/Constructivism%20as%20Educational%20Theory.pdf
https://camtools.cam.ac.uk/access/content/group/cbe67867-b999-4f62-8eb7-58696f3cedf7/Educational%20Theory/Constructivism%20as%20Educational%20Theory.pdf
http://vark-learn.com/strategies/
http://vark-learn.com/the-vark-questionnaire/

	Abstract: 
	What is active learning?
	Does it really work?
	Active learning methods
	Mix things up
	Learning styles
	Conclusion
	References



