
Exam preparation and 
revision



Learning



Know your enemy



What is learning? 
1) The retention and transfer of knowledge 

2) A change in the way the world is understood 

(Didau 2016)

Learning consists of 3 parts. It involves retention, transfer and change. It should last and be flexible. 

Learning is invisible – we have to observe our behaviours to see if we have truly learnt something:

1) Will I still know this next week, next month, next year?

2) Can I apply this learning to a new example, subject or place? 

3) How will this transform my understanding of the world? 



Learning and memory 
• One of the challenges that we face in the pursuit of learning is the fact that we forget. 

• Forgetting is what our brain does – it processes so much every day that if you remembered absolutely everything 
your brain would be overwhelmed. 

• Ebbinghaus, a German psychologist, sought to understand how forgetting works in our brain. In 1885, his work led 
him to discover what we know today as the ‘Forgetting Curve’. 

• The curve shows us just how quickly our memories fade. 

• While this is important for our everyday functioning, we need to understand how to use our knowledge of this to 
help us take our learning into our long-term memory in preparation for our exams. 





Optimal intervals for retaining information 

• Just as research can tell us about forgetting, it can also give us some 
direction as to how best to overcome this. 

How often do you need to revisit something in order to learn it for a set 
amount of time? 



What are the best gaps between revision?

Time to test Optimum time between study sessions 

1 week 1-2 days
1 month 1 week
2 months 2 weeks
6 months 3 weeks
1 year 4 weeks 



What do we 
know so 
far? 

When we talk about learning, we are 
aiming for the long-term retention of 
knowledge. 

We need to revise something a number of 
times in order to learn it for our exams 

The more regularly we recap something, 
the stronger our memory becomes 



What do we 
know about 
revision? 

Research tells us that many students don’t really know how to study. 

Various studies have shown that students tend to rate ineffective techniques highly. 

In reality, this means that time spent on these is a waste of time. 

It gives the illusion of competence – short term success at the expense of long term 
gains. 

(Hendrick, C 2018) 



Study 
Techniques

How many of you have used the following techniques?

• Reading textbook/revision guide

• Highlighting/summarising key words

• Mnemonics

• Summarisation

• Copying up notes

• Colouring stuff in

These are all common, but incredibly ineffective

Professor John Dunlosky, a leading expert in effective study skills, examined 
hundreds of exam paper grades. He matched them to the revision techniques that 
students had used. He used this data to explore what the most effective 
techniques were. 

The most ineffective technique was re-reading and highlighting. 



Effective 
learning

The previous techniques are not effective because they are passive. 

In order to create a memory in your brain, you have to process the 
information. 

By process, we mean think hard about it. 

“Memory is the residue of thought” – Willingham,. D (2009) 



What are effective revision techniques? 



Avoid all distractions:. 

 Be honest and strict with yourself;

 Keep your TV, computer, laptop, ipad, phone, 

kindle, Facebook, twitter and any games away 

 If  music becomes a distraction, get rid of  it.  

 Do not waste time or delay starting.

Sleep well:  

 Do not work into the early 

hours of  the morning

 give yourself  a break between 

finishing revision and going to 

bed.  

Tell your parents/family or who you live with when you are revising:

 They can help by keeping distractions away from you including 

themselves, brothers, sisters, friends and pets and keeping the 

house quiet.

 They can help and support you by testing you and keeping you on 

track if  you lose focus. 

 Clear space to store folders, textbooks and 

revision.  

 It is going to be around for a while so make 

space for it somewhere in your house.  Make 

sure you tell parents what it is and where it is 

so they do not move it or throw it out! 

You will need a desk or a table that is 

not cluttered so you can spread things 

out on.  You might want to leave things 

out for the next session.  

Find a space you are comfortable 

revising in:

 This might be your bedroom, or a 

study or the kitchen.  Some of  you 

might find it easier to revise if  your 

parents are there with you.  

In your breaks:

 move around; 

 drink water;

 eat something .

Reward yourself  at the end of  your 

revision session.  

Do some form of  exercise during 

revision and exams.
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Mind maps or spider diagrams:

• Key question, exam question or a key 

topic in the centre;

• Subtopics or subheadings; 

• Add key pieces of  information; 

• Develop some of  your points;  

• Add symbols or images;

• Use different coloured pens or highlight 

different points;

• Use different sized pieces of  paper.

Flow charts or timelines: 

• Large pieces of  paper (rolls of  wall 

paper or pieces stuck together);

• Key dates, ideas, processes or 

stages;

• Add the information as you go along;

• Use different coloured pens or 

highlighters;

• Add images or diagrams.
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Retrieval practice 



How do I do 
retrieval 
practice 
effectively? 

• This is a technique to help you recap your learning quickly 
and effectively 
• You simply write down everything you can remember about 

the topic you’re revising

How? 
• Put your study notes/revision guide away 
• Write it down from memory 
• Check it against your notes and identify what you haven’t 

remembered. Focus your revision on that until you can recall 
everything. 



Elaboration



How do I do elaboration effectively? 

• Ask yourself questions while you are studying about how/why things work. 

• Make connections between different ideas and explain how they work together. 

• Stick to accurate explaining/describing. If you make some new connections, check them out with your teacher first. 

• Work your way up to being able to describe your learning using your notes/revision guide through to being able to do this 
without the notes/revision guide. 

• This can be done verbally, to someone else, in voice notes, in your own head – whatever works for you! 



The Leitner 
Method 



Top Tips

• Create cards frequently - after every 

lesson/topic/week/theme/unit

• Use symbols, colours, headings 

• Go over them continually– your piles of  

cards will get slimmer as time goes by and 

you learn more information by heart.

DO SOMETHING with the information in your 

files/books/revision booklets. The least 

effective way to revise is to read and re-read 

your notes. 

TRANSFORM them into new materials –

flashcards, quizzes, powerpoints.

CUT UP/PASTE resources from other sources

ANSWER practice questions

MAKE songs, mnuemonics, mind maps etc

GET people to test you.





What do I need? 

• Sets of flash cards – you can make your own or buy them online. Flipsco cards are great English 
ones, for example.

• Get some boxes

• Make sure you understand the method 

• Get going! 



Effort



Effort
• How many times have you thought ‘if I just put more effort in, I’ll 

be fine’?

• How many times have you said ‘I’ll try harder’?

• How many times have you told people you’ll ‘put more effort in’? 

• What actually is ‘effort’? 



What is ‘effort’?

Professor John Dunlosky, one of the world’s leading experts on effort, defines it as ‘the 
conscious exertion of work’.

How do we measure that? Is it the time we spend on something? 

That only really tells us how long you’ve done something for. 



Fun effort facts 
• Objective effort does not directly impact your learning or performance

Eh?

* It’s what you’re doing, not the effort invested in it. 



“The coin of the 
learning realm”

Student A: 
Spent 3 hours last night 
reading her History book. She 
highlighted each page 
beautifully. She stayed up till 1 
am copying it up into lovely 
notes. 



”The coin of the 
learning realm”

Student B:

Studies in 3 20 minute slots. He completes an Educake quiz and finds out the things 
he doesn’t know yet. He then reads through his revision guides on those areas and 
uses this to produce his own notes, using his own words. He then moves on to some 
Maths. He knows Algebra is a weakness so he uses a Hegarty Maths video to go over 
the things he knows he finds difficult. He works through this and tests himself. 

The next morning, he goes over these in his head on the bus on the way to school. 
He checks this against a photo of his notes on his phone to make sure he’s 
remembered it all. 






