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What to do before you revise 

 

 Have an exam timetable which tells you when and how 
long each exam is; 

 List the topics you need to revise in each subject – make 
sure you know what it is you have to know;  

 Find out what type of questions you will face in each 
subject – eg, multiple choice, essays, shorter questions; 

 Make sure you have a complete set of notes to revise from. 
This could be your exercise books, booklets of notes 
provided by your teacher or purchased revision guides. If 
you are using your books, make sure (by checking against 
topics to revise) that any missing work is copied up or 
photocopied; 

 Check out what electronic resources are available – things 
like GCSEPod, SAM Learning, Mr Bruff videos; 

 Put together a revision timetable. This should start well 
before your exams to give you enough time to cover (and 
revisit) all topics in all subjects. See spacing and 
interleaving later in this guide. 
 

Revision Techniques- what shouldn’t you rely on? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
As we can see from the research above, one of the most common 
methods of revision is actually one of the least effective. Rereading and 
highlighting notes can lead to very little of the read or highlighted 
information going in to long term memory. There is nothing wrong with 
reading and highlighting, but on their own they are very ineffective. 
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 These 6 strategies have supporting evidence from Cognitive Psychology. 

Visit www.learningscientists.org for more information on each strategy. 

http://www.learningscientists.org/
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In terms of actual revision techniques, we will focus on five:   
1. Flash Cards 
2. Minds Maps 
3. Self-Quizzing 
4. Revision Speed Dating 
5. Past Papers 

We will look at how we can include as many of the six strategies 
in each technique to ensure the revision is effective.  
 

 
Technique 1- Revision Flashcards 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Flashcards have a keyword or the name of a concept/topic 
on one side and a definition or a series of notes on the 
other; 

 Probably the easiest way to make them is to use your class 
notes to produce flash cards for each topic you need to 
study;  

 On one side will go the topic title and on the reverse you 
need to summarise the key points; 

 Use pictures and words (dual coding) and concrete 
examples where appropriate.  

 
REMEMBER! The creation of the flash cards does not represent the end 
point of revision for this topic. The next crucial step is to test how well you 
can recall the information on the flash card (retrieval). If you are going to 
create flash cards then make sure they are done early so there is time to 
revisit the topic (spacing) at a later date. 
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Technique 2 - Mind Maps 

Put simply, a topic is summarised on one large sheet. Each 
sheet will have more information than a flash-card. 
Steps to follow:  

 Write the main topic in the middle of the paper and draw a 
ring around it;  

 For each key point draw a branch out from the main topic.  

 Write a key word or phrase on each branch;  

 Build out further branches and add details;  

 Use pictures and words (dual coding) rather than loads of 
writing copied from your notes. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

REMEMBER!  The creation of a mind map does not represent 
the end point of revision for this topic. The next crucial step is to 
test how well you can recall the information on the mind map 
(retrieval). If you are going to create mind maps then make sure 
they are done early so there is time to revisit the topic (spacing) 
at a later date. 
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Technique 3- Self-quizzing/Testing 

 
This can be as simple as having a blank sheet of paper in front 
of you and writing down (from memory) everything you know 
about a topic (retrieval) and trying to elaborate on some of the 
key ideas.  
 

 This retrieval could be based on a mind map, flashcards or 
other notes; 

 Once complete, check your work using your original 
materials; 

 Correct and improve it: fill any gaps, correct any 
inaccuracies and don’t forget spelling, punctuation and 
grammar!  

 
You can also use your friends/family to test you from your 
flashcards/mind maps/revision guide. Parents can really help by 
testing you regularly on different topics. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Retrieval is hard.  Mnemonics can help. 

 
When revising topics, try to create and use mnemonics to help you with 
retrieval. For instance, Please Stop Calling My Zebra In The Class is 
quite easy to remember and will help you in science to learn the order of 
reactivity of metals as it stands for Potassium, Sodium, Calcium, 
Magnesium, Zinc, Iron, Tin and Copper.   
 
Another example of a mnemonic is Dr Smith – Dynamics, Rhythm, 
Structure, Melody, Instrumentation, Texture/Timbre and Harmony for 
analysing and describing music. 
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Technique 4 – Revision Speed Dating 
 
This is effective if you have a revision partner or a revision 
group.  
 

 Pick a topic; 

 In pairs, sit opposite each other with a blank sheet of paper 
each; 

 You have 5 minutes to write as much as you can about the 
given topic; 

 After 5 minutes compare what each of you has written and 
the best response receives a point; 

 Then pick different topics and repeat the task a few times, 
making sure you build in breaks; 

 See who has the most points at the end. 
 

This is an effective technique because it forces you to retrieve 
the information from memory, and by comparing responses you 
get to see if you have made any errors or have omitted any key 
information. 
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Technique 5 - Past Paper Questions 
 
This is a very effective method of revision because you have to 
retrieve the information from memory. Your teacher may provide 
some papers and there are many available online. 
 
However, you need to think about the following: 
 

 Make sure the past papers are for the same board and 
specification that you are studying;  

 Just doing the papers may not be enough. Can you get 
hold of mark schemes (online) or better still get a teacher to 
mark some of them? It is important to know if your answers 
are going to get you the marks that you need; 

 It may be worth holding off past papers until you have done 
most of your learning in class; 

 Getting a question right might trick you into thinking you 
know all there is to know about a topic – so don’t get 
complacent! 

 

  



9 
 

Organising Revision: Long Term 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The research suggests that when you plan your revision 
timetable, mix your topics and your subjects up (interleaving). It 
may seem sensible to concentrate on a single topic in History for 
3 straight nights, but actually you will remember more if you 
interleave with different subjects and topics.  
 
Remember to revisit (spacing) what you are revising regularly. 
 
 
 
 

What does research say? 

Ebbinghaus’s famous forgetting  
curve shows that the brain naturally 
“forgets” information. If we revisit 
previously covered topics after  
some time has elapsed, we have a 
greater chance of remembering  
more of the information. 

 

 

What does research say? 

Blocking your revision- focusing  

on one topic for a long time then  

moving on to a new topic – is  

inefficient. Interleaving 

your topics is far more effective. 
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Organising Revision: Short Term 
 

It won’t do you any good to sit down and revise for hours on end 
with no breaks. 
 
You’ll find out what works best for you in terms of timings, but 
use this suggestion as a starting point and adapt it to suit your 
own needs: 
 

 20 minutes on a topic; 5 minute break,  

 20 minutes on a different topic, 5 minute break,  

 20 minutes on a different topic, 5 minute break,  

 20 minutes on a different topic.  
 
This means you can revise four different topics in just over an 
hour and a half.  
 
If you want to revise for a longer period either stick with the 20 
minute times and do more of them (with 5 minute breaks in 
between) or increase the time given to each topic to 25 minutes.  
 
If you are planning to revise a topic for the first time, you may 
want to produce a mind map or make flash cards. 
 
When you revisit that topic, focus on retrieving the information 
from the mind map or the flash cards from memory.  Then check 
how successfully you retrieved it or do some past paper 
questions. 
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