
Preparing for 
exams and assessments 

Effective and time efficient approaches to revision   



Effective revision strategies 

Limit reading and highlighting
Do not spend too much time reading and highlighting notes. Use the strategies 
below to cause you to think about subject content. Memory is developed 
through thinking not looking at information. Use the techniques below to 
promote thinking.
 
Brain dump
Choose a topic and write down as much as you can remember, without referring 
to your notes. Check your notes and see what you missed then try to fill the gaps 
without the notes. Check your notes a third time and add the missing information.

Thinking hard : reduce
Read a section of your notes then put them aside and reduce what you read to 
3 bullet points, each one no more than 10 words. Look back at the notes and 
decide if you missed anything important. Hide the notes and write a fourth bullet 
point.

Thinking hard : transform
Read a paragraph from your notes or a text book and transform it into a diagram, 
chart or sketch – no words allowed (except labels). 
Look at a diagram in Science, for example, and transform it into a paragraph of 
explanation. 

Past papers
Ask your teacher for practice questions or exam papers. Complete them without 
notes in exam conditions, then check your answers and identify the gaps in your 
knowledge, so you can target your revision.

Look – cover – write – check
This method is best used with knowledge organisers that contain short pieces 
of information that can be replicated. However, this can be used with more 
extended notes.

Flashcards
Write flashcards for each topic, in all subjects, then mix them up for the most 
effective revision. Check out the Leitner System for effective spacing and 
interleaving. Keep your flashcards simple – one question/definition, one answer 
per card.



Other considerations

Limit distractions – Create a quiet environment
Despite what many students think, listening to your favourite songs is not the 
best way to revise; music takes up processing space in the brain, leaving less 
space to process revision materials.
 

Limit distractions – No mobile phone
Studies found that just having a mobile phone nearby can lead to a 20% 
reduction in attention, concentration and performance. Turn your phone off or 
better still put it in another room for revision sessions.

Space and limit revision time
Cutting up your revision into smaller chunks and spacing them out over a 
period of time is much more beneficial than cramming an entire subject in a 
day. 
e.g. 30min-45min of Physics each day for 5 days is much more effective than 
4-5 hours in one day.

Limiting revision periods to around 45mins followed by a break is important to    
maintain concentration.

Sleep 
Without enough sleep, you are much more prone to anxiety, stress, lack of 
concentration, mood swings and poor decision making. Studies have found a 
40% reduction in memory when sleep deprived. 

Look after yourself
Being kind to yourself each day can have a big impact on your performance 
during revision and exams. Take a break and get some exercise. Evidence has 
shown that even a short walk increases mood and attentiveness by 20%. Still 
find time to do the things you love. Reward yourself for your hard work by 
planning to do something when you have completed a planned revision session. 
E.g.” If I complete 45min of Maths revision I will spend 30mins doing………”. 



Study plan

Checklists
What do you need to know? Break it down into topics and units. When you can 
retrieve it without effort, cross it off the list. It might help with motivation and 
organisation to have a ‘to do’ and ‘have done’ list.
 

Timetable for spaced retrieval 
Study each topic little and often and mix up subjects and topics so you are 
revising a mixture each day. Plan for revision sessions of 30-45mins then take 
a break. Make the timetable realistic and achievable. 

Use effective study strategies
Keep re-reading and highlighting to a minimum. Highlight what you need to 
learn – but that won’t make you learn it. Test yourself, using retrieval strategies 
outlined in the ‘Effective revision strategies’ section. 

Identify the gaps in your knowledge
Having used the retrieval strategies, where are the gaps? What are you 
confident with? What do you need to go back to? What do you need to study 
more? Be honest with yourself – don’t just focus on what you do know.

Close knowledge gaps
Repeat the third and fourth steps of the plan until you are confident with 
everything. Some parts will be difficult, but don’t give up. The harder you have 
to think, the more likely you are to remember in the end
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