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Revision: Why bother?

R

evising is so familiar that many people have
never stopped to consider why they bother
or whether it works. There are lots of possible
reasons for deciding to do some revision – some
are better than others.

ACTIVITY

KEY
ISSUES
Why should I bother
to do well in exams?
Why do I need to do
revision for exams?

Look at the following statements. Circle or highlight the ones that apply to you.

Revision
definitely helps
me prepare for
the exams
I only revise
because everyone
else does

I don’t know if revision
works for me or not
I believe that if I
don’t revise I won’t do
as well as I could

I’ve been told by my teachers
that I should be revising
I revise because I
want to understand
I’ve been bribed into
revising by my dad

Which of the answers do you think gives the best motivation for revising? Why?

Doing well in exams can bring a sense of satisfaction and reward, and wanting to understand something
is a good enough reason for revising a topic.
From a more practical point of view, a good reason for wanting to do well in exams is because the better
qualifications you have the more money you are likely to earn.

6
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Revision: Why bother?

ACTIVITY
Study the information in the table and then answer the questions below.

THE VALUE OF EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS
In 2010, employees with no formal qualifications earned around 20% less than
employees educated up to GCSE level.
When comparing employees educated to GCSE level with those educated to
higher levels:
- Those with A-levels earned around 15% more per hour
- Employees with a degree earned around 85% more.
		

Source: Office for National Statisics, 2011

1 How much more do you earn than someone with no qualifications if your highest qualifications are
GCSEs?

2

How much more do you earn than someone with GCSEs if you have A-levels?

3

How much more do you earn than someonewith GCSEs if you have a degree?

4

How would you summarise the relationship between earnings and educational qualifications?

		

Chapter 1
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Thinking positively about revision

T

hink of yourself as an athlete preparing for a
big race: preparation and the right frame of
mind are essential to success. You can get into the
‘zone’ for revision and exams, just like athletes get
into the ‘zone’ for a competition. How much success
do you think an athlete would have if they thought
negatively about their likely performance? It doesn’t
have to be that way…

KEY
ISSUE
How can I think positively
about revision and exams?

ACTIVITY
A group of friends is discussing revision and exams. One half of the group is totally negative about
the process – their words are on the left. The responses of their friends are missing – can you write
in their more positive replies? The first has been done as an example:

Revision periods are
lonely and dull

Not if you plan some group
revision, and give yourself
some rewards too

Some people are naturally better
at exams than others

You either know your subject or you don’t,
there’s no point in trying to learn for an exam

8
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Thinking positively about revision
You just have to accept that revision is
going to be boring and get on with it

I get too stressed to do well in exams

You can over-prepare
for exams

I always know I’m going to do
badly so I don’t bother to prepare

I just hope for the best – I never
have a target to achieve

Exams are always such a surprise – it’s
not possible to know what might come up

Someone’s got to fail
– I know it will be me

Thinking positively about your revision and exams will improve your motivation and likely success.

Chapter 1

Brought to you by

9

Sharing problems at exam times

R

evision can be a lonely and stressful business. Most
revision takes place alone and it can get you down.

But it doesn’t have to be that bad – there are things you can
do to avoid these problems or to cope with them if they arise.

ACTIVITY

KEY
ISSUE
How can I get support
during revision?

Which ‘supporter’ would you advise these students to go to? Draw a line
between the student and the supporter you feel is most useful in that situation
(you can choose more than one). Explain your choices.
Will

I’m OK at preparing revision materials and learning them. I’ve got
revision cards ready but I need someone to use them to test me.

Parent

Reason for choice

Tom

I’m so disorganised I don’t know where to start. I’m panicking and not
doing anything useful at all.

Friends who
have set up a
revision group

Reason for choice

Teacher
Rachel

I’m very confident about most of the course, but I feel like there are chunks
missing and I don’t know how to fill them in.
Reason for choice

Best friend

Amanda

I can’t sleep, can’t eat and am getting really anxious

Reason for choice

Sofina

I really need to discuss the topics in order to learn them
well – I can’t do that on my own!

Doctor/
counsellor

Someone
else?

Reason for choice

If things get really bad there is a youth advice service at www.themix.org.uk and a helpline on
0808 808 4994. The Samaritans can be contacted at 116 123.
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Enjoying revision?

O

K OK, it’s not something most people would do as a
matter of choice but there are things you can do to make
revision more enjoyable. And if you get some enjoyment, it’s
probably going to be more effective.

KEY
ISSUE
Is it possible to enjoy revision?

To be highly motivated for revision you have to believe that it’s
possible for it to be interesting. You also need to believe that
the ability to learn is something which can be developed, and that exam success is not
simply a matter of natural ability. In fact there is evidence to suggest that students who
believe they have untapped potential do better in exams than other students.

ACTIVITY
Think of a subject you need to revise for. Read the following statements and tick
the boxes to show how much you agree or disagree. Then add up your score.
1
Strongly
agree

2
Agree

3
Not sure

4
Disagree

5
Strongly
disagree

1. I have a good reason for
revising this subject
2. I enjoy learning about this subject
3. I believe I can succeed
if I revise well
4. I use more than one
method to revise
5. I don’t revise for too
long at one time
6. I believe that some aspects of
revision can be enjoyable
7. I believe that revision can help me
reach my potential in the exam
8. Intelligence is not fixed
and you can change it
9. It is possible to change your
ability level in a subject
10. I don’t feel stressed or nervous
about revising this subject
11. I have enough time to
make revision enjoyable

Turn over to analyse your results 
Chapter 1
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Total score………………………
11

Enjoying revision?
Less than 25
You have a positive attitude to revision in this subject so it’s likely that you already find
revision interesting and at times enjoyable. Keep going and remember to give yourself
enough breaks and rewards.
26 to 40
Maybe you need some convincing that revision for this subject can be enjoyable and
worthwhile? Your answers indicate that you understand some key points about learning
and exam success but need a strong focus between now and the exams. Remember
that everyone can improve their learning and that exam success is likely to make a big
difference to your eventual job and pay. Try some unusual types of revision to get you
interested and consider working with friends who are also revising.
More than 41
Sounds like you need some motivation! Remember that everyone can improve their
learning in any subject, however negatively they may feel about it. Also, think about
the future – exam success is likely to give you more job choices and more pay. Try some
unusual types of revision to get you going – can you use the things you’re interested
in to help with revision? For example, learn a list by associating the first letter of each
point with a football team that shares the same first letter. And how about working with
friends who are good at revising?

12
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Avoiding revision

T

here are so many good excuses for not revising! It’s amazing
how many TV programmes are unmissable, how many dogs
eat notes, how many other days there are before the exam...
Look at the following reasons why students put off revising. What
advice would you give them that might help them get started?

KEY
ISSUES
How can I stop
avoiding revision?

My memory doesn’t
work very well
I don’t know where
to start
Revision is boring and I
don’t enjoy it
I don’t have a complete set
of course notes to work from
I can never remember
what I’ve been reading
I like to do it all in a
rush at the last minute
There’s no point revising
because I’m rubbish at exams
I don’t have any
revision materials
No-one else has started yet
There’s so much stuff that
I know I can’t learn it all
Take another look at the list. Have you used any of these
excuses? If so – should you follow your own advice?
Chapter 1
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Planning revision

P

lanning revision is important if you want
it to be effective. Planning helps you make
the most of the time you have and makes sure
you have the resources you need.

ACTIVITY

KEY
ISSUES
Why should I plan revision?
How should I plan it?

Here are some students talking about their revision planning.

Frank: It’s so

frustrating – my revision
keeps being interrupted

Lu: I always seem to run

out of time when I revise

Ben: I spend more time planning my

revision than actually revising!

Chloe: I always plan my

revision carefully so I have
time to do other things too

Zara: My friends

seem much better
prepared for revision
than me – they even
have a revision kit!

Who do you identify with? Why?

STARTING TO PLAN YOUR TIME
Answer these questions to help you get started:
• How long can you learn effectively without a break (let’s call this a ‘learning chunk’)?
• Which times of day are you better at revising?
• How many subjects do you need to revise for?
• Are any of your exams more important than the others (do you want to prioritise them)?
• What other commitments do you have which prevent you from revising?
• When do you want to start?
• What is the minimum amount of time you want to revise for each exam?
• What is the maximum time you think you want to revise for each exam?
You can use this information to work out a revision timetable.
16
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Planning revision
If you have internet access the best option is to use the online revision
timetable planner at www.getrevising.co.uk. This enables you to
prioritise your revision and block out times for other activities; it even
builds in sensible breaks.
However, if you want to make a revision timetable by hand you will
need:
• A diary, planner or calendar
• A pencil
• An eraser

HOW TO WORK OUT A REVISION TIMETABLE
• Enter the exam dates in your diary, planner or calendar
• Enter your intended revision start date
• Enter your other commitments
• This should reveal the times when you are free to revise – ideally at
least some of these will be times when you are at your most effective
• Divide these times into ‘learning chunks’
• Remember to leave some gaps for breaks, food, fun and sleep
• Allocate particular subjects/exams to each learning chunk, taking into
account the maximum and minimum times you want to spend on
each subject
• Check that you have covered each exam/subject adequately
• You should also make sure that you revise in a sensible order – no
point preparing for the last exam first!
• Amend your revision plan as you go along – this is why it’s sensible to
use a pencil

Chapter 2
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TOP
TIPS
Don’t overcomplicate it
Be realistic

17

How useful are my notes?

Y

ou may well have built up a huge amount of material
from all your different subjects. Some parts of this
are likely to be more useful than others when it comes to
revision: materials may be incomplete or misleading or not
entirely relevant to the topic being assessed. It is important
to sort these out before you start revising, so that you use the
resources which are going to help most.

ACTIVITY

KEY
ISSUE
What should I do
with all the course
materials in my file?

Look at the following list of materials. Which ones are likely to be most relevant to what you have
to revise? Which ones are likely to be most accurate and reliable (and contain fewest errors)? Score
them between 1 (poor) and 5 (very good). Write a comment to say what your assessment depends
on (see examples).

Notes from discussions
in class
Sample questions and
mark schemes
Feedback from teachers
on previous work

Score for
accuracy

Score for
reliability

3

3

5

5

Depends on

How detailed and well-informed the discussion was
If they are examples of the exam I’m taking

Revision packs given
out by teachers
A published revision
guide on the subject
Pages printed from
the internet
Newspaper articles about
the subject in general
Textbook
Notes copied from
the board
Notes made from
a textbook
Printed handouts
from teachers
Unfinished notes

Try and discuss the completed table with a friend. Do you agree on what is likely
to be most helpful? Should you amend your scores? Is there anything you didn’t
think of? Are there other materials which might be more useful? Do you use the
best materials for revision?

18
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Organising my notes

Y

our files probably contain a wide range of material.
Lots of it is likely to be useful. But some of it will
probably be incomplete, inaccurate or unnecessary. Some
of it may be in the wrong place or missing. If your file is
well organised already you’re in a good position to start
revising. If not, one of the first things you probably should
do is to try to sort your files out.

KEY
ISSUE
How well organised
are my notes?

ACTIVITY
Score yourself on the following statements: Always = 1, Sometimes = 2, Never = 3
When I open my file bits of paper drop out
My approach to filing is to stick the paper in wherever
It’s difficult for me to find a particular piece of work when I need it
I have no idea which bits of work are totally complete or when bits
are missing
I forget to use file dividers to separate my work into sections
I pretend to forget my file when a teacher asks to see it
When it comes to revision it’s quicker for me to make a whole new
set of notes than to sort out the notes I already have
My friends’ files always look more organised than mine
I wish I had a secretary to do my filing for me

TOTAL SCORE

HOW DID I DO?
Total score: 9–15
Oh dear… Sounds like you need to start
sorting things out straight away or you’ll
still be filing on the day of your exam.
Ask for some advice.

Chapter 2

Total score: 16–21
Well done. A bit more organisation
and you’ll be ready to start using
your notes effectively.

Brought to you by

Total score: more than 21
Excellent. You could probably
give a few tips to other
students on how to do it!

19

How should I revise?

W

e asked some students how they
revised. This what they said:

My mum bought me a roll of wallpaper
lining paper so that I had loads of space
to scribble things down
I have a fantastic software package
on my computer which enables me to
create mind maps and spider diagrams
– in colour, with notes. Brilliant!

KEY How should I revise?
ISSUE
I can’t revise without highlighter
pens – they make text stand out
for me, and it’s less boring than
just black and white
I like to use coloured paper.
I remember things better by
remembering the colour
I have a small tape recorder
so I read notes (sometimes
from a revision guide) into it
and play them back when I’m
doing other things

I use index cards or
blank postcards: I
summarise one topic on
a single card

ACTIVITY
Look at the following list of some of the most common ways of revising. Tick those which you
normally use or want to try (and add any which are missing)
Turning text into pictures or pictures
into text

Learning with or teaching other
people

Using different coloured paper or
highlighters

Recording yourself and listening
back to it

Putting material into strange or
outrageous contexts

Other ways:

Creating spider diagrams
and mind maps
Making revision cards
Learning material in different places
Making numbered lists
Now make a list of the materials you think
you will need for revision.

Making up rhymes

20
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Resources for revision

N

o student can expect to do effective revision if they
don’t have the right environment and the right
materials. So it’s worth spending a bit of time working
out exactly what you need.

KEY
ISSUE
What do I need for revision?

Let’s start by thinking about the physical environment around you.
Answer these questions to help you get started:
Where can you revise effectively?
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................
What kind of environment do you need? (for example, do you need silence or music?)
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................
Are you better at revising on your own or with other people?
Switching revi
sion
sessions betw
een
different place
s
can provide so
me
useful variety

..............................................................................................................................................................

If there are problems finding the right environment at home or you
are easily distracted, how about going somewhere else – maybe your
school or college, a friend or relation’s house or your local library.

ACTIVITY
Circle the materials that would be useful for your revision.

Text books

Pens and pencils

Lined paper

Post-it notes

Blank cards

Calculator

Large sheets of
blank paper

Your classwork,
homework, and notes

A revision guide

Highlighter pens

Computer access

Past exam papers

Anything else you need?
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................

Discuss your answers with other students: is there anything you have forgotten?

Chapter 2
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How should I divide up my revision time?

E

veryone has different preferences on
revision but the basic pattern of successful
revision activity is likely to be very similar.

KEY How should
ISSUE I organise my

revision sessions?

For each subject the most common approach has four stages:
1. Understand your exams
2. Organise your course materials
3. Create revision materials
4. Learn from your revision materials and self-test
For most students the first stage may take only 10% of the available
time. Stage two probably takes 20%. Stages three and four probably
take up the bulk of the time (the remaining 70%).
However, the actual amount of time which needs to be devoted to
each stage depends on how much work has already been completed.
For example, some students are very familiar with the exam papers
while others are confused. If you regularly make summary cards
as part of your everyday learning, you are likely to spend less time
creating revision materials than someone who must start from
scratch. Also, stages 3 and 4 overlap because the creation of revision
materials is part of the learning process itself.

ACTIVITY
Use the table on the following page to work out roughly how much time you need to
spend on each revision stage for each subject. You will need one table for each subject.

Don’t forget th
at
all four stages
can
involve workin
g in
a group – you
don’t
have to do it al
l on
your own!

22
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How should I divide up my revision time?
Revision start date..................................................................................................................................................................
Final exam date........................................................................................................................................................................
Rough estimate of total time available for revision....................................................................................................
Subject........................................................................................................................................................................................
Total time available for that subject.................................................................................................................................

Focus of activity

1. Understanding
my exams

This includes:

% of time available
for this subject

How much actual
time is this?

• Finding out
what I am
being assessed
on and how
• Understanding
exam questions

2. Organising my
course materials

• Organising
my notes
• Finding out
what’s going
to be useful
• Making summary
notes

3. Creating revision
materials

• Making revision
cards
• Making mind
maps
• Making diagrams

4. Learning and
testing myself

• Reproducing my
revision materials
from memory
• Testing myself
• Answering exam
questions

Chapter 2
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Eating and drinking for revision

A

lot has been written about ‘brain foods’ and the
effects of eating or drinking the ‘wrong’ or ‘right’
things – much of this is pretty unreliable information.

KEY
ISSUE

But you can be sure that a healthy balanced diet
will help you concentrate better, work harder, and
be less stressed.

How can eating and
drinking influence revision
and exam success?

If your diet isn’t too healthy and you don’t have much
choice in what you eat and drink then its worth
thinking about how you can improve you eating habits.

ACTIVITY
Look at the following statements. Which ones did you know about
already, and which ones are news to you? Circle your answers.
The brain seems to work less well if your body
is dehydrated – so drinking water can improve
concentration and memory - 6-8 glasses (1.2
litres) of fluid per day is recommended.

I know this

This is news to me
Some of the chemicals found in oily fish (such
as mackerel) or flax oil have been linked to
improved concentration and reading skills
(these are called omega-3 and omega-6).

I know this

This is news to me
Some food colourings ha
ve been linked with
hyperactivity – which can
make it hard to
concentrate for long perio
ds.

I know this

Diets high in soya have been
linked with better memory

I know this

This is news to me

This is news to me

More Statements over the page 
24
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Eating and drinking for revision
A normal healthy diet includes a combination of bread,
rice, potatoes, pasta or other starchy foods (approximately
30%), fruit and vegetables (approximately 30%), milk/dairy
products (approximately 15%), meat, fish, eggs, beans
(approximately 15%), foods and drinks high in fat or sugar
(no more than 10%)

I know this

This is news to me

Drinks containing caffeine might help you to
stay alert, but they have also been linked with
increased stress and anxiety

I know this

This is news to me

Eating and drinking too much sugar
can reduce your energy levels

I know this

This is news to me

Drinking alcohol slows you down
mentally and physically and can have
a long-term impact on your health

I know this

This is news to me

Which (if any) of these do you need to think about in the run up to your exams?

Chapter 2
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Checklist for effective revision

P

lace a tick or cross as appropriate for each of the
following questions. The more ticks, the more
effective your revision is likely to be. If you have any
crosses, what could you do to improve the situation?

	

KEY What makes
ISSUE revision effective?

What could I do about this?

Am I always clear about
why I am learning things?
Do I give myself rewards
during revision?
Am I aware of how the
information I am learning fits
into the course as a whole?
Do I ever visualise myself
achieving the outcome I
want?
Do I have a suitable space
and environment for
revising?
Do I eat and drink sensibly
during the revision period?
Do I have a method of
testing myself?
Do I revise material more
than once?
Am I free from interference
when I want to revise?
Do I have enough breaks
during revision?

26
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Understanding exams

Y

ou may have done lots of them already – but
how much do you really know about exams?
Test yourself with this true or false quiz.

KEY
ISSUE

How much do I
know about exams?

ACTIVITY
True

False

1. All exams are marked by computers
2. It’s a waste of time reading the front of an exam paper
3. There is not enough time to read the whole exam paper before you start
4. Students with special learning needs may be
allowed extra time in some exams
5. In the exam, if you think you have been given the wrong
exam paper there is nothing you can do about it
6. The people who are supervising the exams (‘invigilators’)
are not allowed to help you understand the questions
7. You must not underline or highlight words on the exam paper
8. Some exam scripts are scanned into a computer, and answers or
words written in the margins are likely to be missed by the scanner
9. In some exams you are expected to take in your
own equipment, text book or coursework
10. It’s always a waste of time to plan an answer
11. It doesn’t matter if your handwriting is almost impossible to read

13. Exam questions have nothing to do with the content of
the specification or syllabus
14. It is not possible to work out how much time to spend on each answer
15. There is no point in revising for exams
HOW MANY DID YOU GET RIGHT?
0-6
Cause for concern! Maybe you
haven’t done many exams yet?
Or maybe you haven’t paid much
attention to them so far? If you
have got exams coming up make
sure you familiarise yourself
with everything about them.

28

7-11
Could do better! There are some
aspects of exams which you
aren’t familiar with, but you
have an idea about some of the
important things. Pay attention
to the details when it comes to
exam preparation.
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12-15
Good! You seem to have a good
knowledge of how exams work.
Put your knowledge to good use
by preparing thoroughly.

Chapter 3

Answers to the true/false quiz:
True: 4, 6, 8, 9, 12 False: 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15

12. Some exams carry more marks (and are more important) than others

Understanding examiners’ instructions

Y

ou’re taking a driving test. The examiner gives you
an instruction – and you ignore it and do something
else. You would expect to fail the test.

KEY
ISSUE

That’s why it’s important to read the instructions on
Why should I read the
exam papers very carefully. These are likely to include
instructions on an exam paper?
the number of questions to answer, the amount of time
available and so on. These instructions are sometimes known as ‘rubric’
and if you don’t follow them you are very likely to lose marks.

ACTIVITY
Look carefully at the exam paper on the following page
and then answer these questions.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

How long is the exam?..............................................................................................................................................
How many questions in total have to be answered?.....................................................................................
What is the maximum mark for the paper?.......................................................................................................
How much choice of question does the candidate have in Section A?..................................................
How many minutes should be spent on each question in Section A?....................................................
Where should the answers be written?..............................................................................................................
What will happen if the candidate writes in the margins?...........................................................................
Which writing implements can be used in this exam?..................................................................................
Are handwriting and spelling taken into account in the marking of this exam?....................................
How much choice of question does the candidate have in Section B?..................................................
How many minutes should the candidate spend on Section B?...............................................................

The following questions are also relevant – but the answers are not found on
the exam paper:

1	Is it necessary to answer questions in the same order as they are on the exam paper?
...........................................................................................................................................................................................

2

What is the examiner likely to do if two questions are answered in Section B?
...........................................................................................................................................................................................

3	It may seem like a good idea to answer too many questions – but what is the cost
of doing so?...................................................................................................................................................................

4	What advice would you give someone who leaves answers blank when they are
not sure of the answer?............................................................................................................................................

Chapter 3
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Understanding examiners’ instructions

G ET R

General Certificate of Education
January 2009
Advanced Subsidiary Examination

Exam Board

GENERAL KNOWLEDGE (SPECIFICATION A) GKA
Unit 1 Core Concepts in General Knowledge
Monday 14 January 2009 9.00 am to 10.00 am
Time allowed: 1 hour

Instructions
• Use blue or black ink or ball-point pen. You may use pencil for diagram
s and graphs.
• Fill in your personal details in the boxes at the top of the answer booklet
.
• Answer all questions in Section A and one question from Section B.
• Answer the questions in the booklet provided. Do not write in the margin
s as this
paper will be scanned prior to marking and any work in the margins will
be lost.
You may use additional booklets if more paper is required.
• Do all rough work in the booklet provided. Cross through any work you
do not want
to be marked.
Information
• The maximum mark for this paper is 60.
• The marks for questions are shown in brackets.
• You will be marked on your ability to use an appropriate form and style
of writing,
to organise relevant information clearly and coherently, and to use speciali
st
vocabulary where appropriate. The legibility of your handwriting and the
accuracy
of your spelling will also be considered

Section A
Answer all questions in this section. Write in the answer booklet. Leave

1 (a) Describe the use of hairspray to control hairstyles. (2 marks)

(b) Contrast the use of hairspray and hair putty between people under 20

2. Explain the life cycle of a butterfly. (6 marks)

margins blank

and people over 60. (4 marks)

3. With reference to examples, account for the diversity in women’s magazi

4. Give a brief account of the events of 1917 leading to the Russian Revolu

nes. (6 marks)

tion. (6 marks)
5. Evaluate the evidence that suggests fishing is Britain’s most popular sporting
activity. (6 marks)
Section B
Answer one question from this section. Write in the answer booklet. Leave

margins blank.

6. With reference to examples, evaluate the importance of the internet to
popular music,
including its impacts and benefits. (30 marks)

7. Describe and assess the role of Marmite as a cultural icon. (30 marks)

8. Evaluate the evidence that dogs may be capable of dreaming. (30 marks)
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Understanding exam questions:
Command words

Y

ou can’t do very well in an exam if you don’t
understand what the question is asking for. This is
why it’s important to have a good understanding of the
words used by examiners.

KEY
ISSUE

It’s well worth spending time looking at exam
questions and working out exactly what they mean.

What do examiners want
me to do?

COMMAND WORDS are the instruction words that tell you
what to do such as outline, describe, discuss, identify, assess.

ACTIVITY
UNDERSTANDING COMMAND WORDS
Match these command words with their correct definitions. Draw a line
to connect the command word with its correct definition.

1. Justify
2. Examine
3. Summarise
4. Compare
5. Criticise
6. Discuss
7. Contrast
8. Prove
9. Describe
10. Evaluate

a. Explain the difference between
b. Sum up the main points
c. Support (with facts/figures/examples)
d. Explain the similarities and differences
e. Debate the issue from different standpoints
f. Give a concise statement of meaning and/or
identify the main characteristics
g. Identify problems/disadvantages
h. Investigate closely, ask questions of
i. Demonstrate, make certain

Go through a past exam paper and list all the commands in the questions.
If any of them are not listed above, find out exactly what they mean.
Command word

Chapter 3

Explained above? y/n
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If no, what does it mean?

Answers: 1c 2h 3b 4d 5g 6e 7a 8i 9f 10j

j. Weigh up the strengths and weaknesses

31

Understanding exam questions:
Key words

K

ey words are words in a question that tell you
what your answer should be about. They are often
technical words used in the subject and often require
a definition before the question can be answered
effectively. If your answer is not focused on these key
words, you may well be drifting from the point.

KEY
ISSUE
How do I know what an
exam question is about?

LOOK AT THE FOLLOWING QUESTION:

mers?

To what extent have out-of-town malls changed the behaviour of consu
The command words are:

to what extent …

weigh up both sides of the argument and reach a conclusion

This means I should:
In this question the key words are:

out-of-town malls, behaviour of consumers, changed

It may be appropriate at the start of your answer to briefly define what these key words
mean. This benefits you because it makes clear what you need to write about, and it also
allows you to set boundaries for your answer.
For example, this answer could start:

Out-of-town malls are large shopping centres which have become increasingly
popular in the UK since the late 1980s. They are usually located along major
roads or motorway junctions.

These two sentences define ‘out-of-town malls’

Changes in consumer behaviour might include alterations in the way people
travel to shops, what they buy, how they buy, when they shop and how long
they spend shopping.
This sentence defines changes in consumer behaviour

This answer can now go on to look at these behaviours and the
extent to which they have changed due to out of town malls.
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Understanding exam questions: Key words

ACTIVITY
In the following examples, underline the commands and circle the key words:

1
2
3
4

Evaluate the importance of pop musicians as role models for young people.
Explain the role of the internet in Barack Obama’s victory
in the 2008 US Presidential Election.
Compare Alf Ramsey and Fabio Capello as
England football managers.
Discuss the importance of sculpture in the
art of ancient Greece.

Go through a past exam paper and list all
the key words in the questions. If you’re not
familiar with any of them, find out exactly
what they mean.

Key words

Chapter 3

Do you know what
they mean? y/n
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If no, what do they mean?
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Writing essays in exams

M

any exams ask you to write quite long answers.
These can be scary but become easier if you
know how to approach them.

KEY
ISSUE

There are many ways to break up the the process of
writing an essay or longer piece of text. Many teachers
have their own method and you should certainly listen
to your own teachers’ advice first.

How do I write an essay?

HERE ARE SOME SUGGESTIONS AS A STARTING POINT
Try tackling the essay in five steps.
1 Decoding the question

!

2 Brainstorming ideas
3 Sorting ideas into a plan
4 Writing the essay

WARNING! Many
students only do numbers
2 and 4. This leads to
a muddled answer. It’s
worth taking the time to go
through all the stages.

5 Reviewing and amending

1	Decoding the question
Decoding the question means understanding the command words and key words (see pages 31-33).

2	Brainstorming ideas
Once you know what a question is asking for, spend a little time brainstorming ideas to go into the
answer. This means writing down in no particular order all the things which come to mind as relevant.

It may be helpful to use a tick list of some kind to prompt ideas. For example, TICKS DO is a
mnemonic (a memory prompt) used by Geography students to brainstorm ideas for essays:
T Theory – is there any relevant to the question?
I

Ideas – what are the key ideas/concepts?

C Case Studies – are there any to include?
K Killer facts – key statistics to include
S Synoptic links – what are the important links with other topic areas?
D Diagrams – are there any which are relevant?
O Other side – is there more than one side to this question?
You may be able to use TICKS DO in your essay planning – if not, try to come up with your
own mnemonic for the things you should think about when brainstorming
34
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Writing essays in exams

3	Sorting ideas into a plan
Once you have written down your ideas, you need to decide which of them (if any)
should be rejected. Cross out anything which you don’t intend to use.
Those that remain need to be sorted into a plan. You can do this by just numbering them, but it is
better to rewrite your ideas as a list in the order in which you intend to put them in your answer.
This means you need to work out which things go together and which things are separate.

4	Writing the essay
Now you should be in a position to write the essay.

5	Reviewing and amending
Check the essay after you’ve finished. Correct any mistakes and improve what you can. Examiners
don’t mind you crossing out a section and rewriting it at the end of the essay – but don’t forget
to mark the deleted section and the new section so the examiner knows what you’re doing.

ACTIVITY
Take an essay title and go through the first three stages of writing an essay:
decode the question; brainstorm ideas; sort the ideas into a plan.
Question
Decoding
Command words:
Key words:
Brainstorm (use TICKS DO or another mnemonic if that would help)

Sort ideas into plan

Chapter 3
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Interpreting exam questions

T

hese students are discussing how to
tackle some exam questions. Use your
understanding of interpreting questions to
match the advice to the question. More than
one piece of advice applies to each question.

KEY
ISSUE
Can I work out how to tackle
exam questions?

ACTIVITY
e. Make sure you include relevant
a: In the introduction make it

examples and explain them

clear what the differences
are between non-verbal
communication and language

b. Explain in the introduction

what decentralise means

c. Focus your answer on the

f. Make clear marks on the

map and make a key

h. You don’t have to go into lots

of detail – keep it brief

i. Make sure your answer talks about

g. Explain why dredging

occurs in the areas you
have marked

Catholic Church – you don’t
need to mention other religions

solo performance not group performance
j. Give examples of what

benefits you can get from
videoing yourself dancing

k. Discuss both sides of the

argument before reaching
a conclusion

d. Mention heaven and hell

– not one or the other

Question
1. With reference to examples, explain why a business might decide
to decentralise.
2. Mark on the map the location of the main areas of seabed dredging
around the UK, and briefly explain why this activity occurs in these areas.
3. “Non-verbal communication is more difficult to interpret than language”.
How far do you agree with this statement?
4. How can a video camera be used to help to improve solo dance
performance?
5. Explain what the Roman Catholic Church teaches about heaven and hell.
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Answers:
1eb, 2 fgh, 3 ak, 4 ij, 5 cd

Advice

You are the examiner
ACTIVITY
USE A MARK SCHEME TO MARK THE
ANSWERS TO FOUR SHORT QUESTIONS.

Can I work out what an

KEY
examiner is looking for in
ISSUE short questions?

(Don’t worry – you don’t need to know anything
about the subject in order to do this!)

With reference to an example, explain what is meant by the term
‘less economically developed country (LEDC)’ (3 marks)

Mark scheme
3	The answer gives a clear definition (the term refers to countries which have relatively low incomes,
and where most of the people have a relatively poor standard of living) and gives a relevant example
(students are most likely to mention India, Zambia or Honduras which were case studies in this course)
2

The answer explains clearly but gives no example

1	The answer tries to explain but is not clear, or gives a relevant example without an explanation
0

The answer shows no understanding and gives no relevant example.

Answer A

Answer B

An LEDC is a very poor country. Lots of
people do not want to live there.

LEDC means a country which does not have much money
compared to rich countries like the UK. Most of the people in
LEDCs are very poor (but not everyone). India is an example
of an LEDC – although it is gradually becoming richer.

Mark out of 3 =

Answer C

Mark out of 3 =

Zambia is an LEDC.

Answer D

LEDCs are the poor countries of the world, where
standards of living for most people are very low.
Mark out of 3 =

Chapter 3
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If you can, discuss your marks with someone
else. Talk about these questions:
• Was it easy to do?
• Did you agree completely on the marks?
•	How could you improve the answers
which did not get full marks?
•	How easy is it for examiners to mark
different answers to the same question?
•	In general, what should you do to make
sure you get all the marks for an answer?

Answers:
A1, B3, C1, D2

Mark out of 3 =
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Marking using levels

P

ity the poor examiner! Some exams require you
KEY
to write long answers (such as essays) where the
ISSUE
examiner has to take into account all kinds of things
such as the amount of evidence used and the style and
complexity of the answer. In these situations it is common
Do I know how examiners
use ‘levels’ when marking?
for levels marking to be used. This is where the examiners
group marks together (such as 1-5, 6-10 and 11-15) and
describe what an answer needs to be like to get into that level. Then it’s up to the
examiner to decide on the right mark within a level for each answer.
In general, higher levels of marks are for things which are more difficult to do.

ACTIVITY
This activity is based on levels of marking for a 15 mark question.
Work out which words or phrases go with each level. The first ones have been done for you:

basic

generally
accurate

always accurate
over simplified

well-supported
with evidence
mostly but not
always clear
not clear

sometimes
drifting from
the point

lacking examples
entirely relevant

using some
examples

clear and
well-explained
detailed

badly organised
sophisticated
using some
specialist
vocabulary

poorly focused on
the question
using specialist
vocabulary
throughout

Relevant words or phrases
Level 1 (1-5 marks) The answer is

basic

Level 2 (6-10 marks) The answer is

generally accurate

Level 3 (11-15 marks) The answer is

always accurate

38
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Marking using levels
Answers
Level 1:
Basic, over-simplified, not clear, lacking examples, badly organised, poorly focused on the question
Level 2:
Generally accurate, mostly but not always clear, sometimes drifting from the point, some examples,
using some specialist vocabulary
Level 3:
Always accurate, well-supported with evidence, entirely relevant, clear and well explained, detailed,
sophisticated, using specialist vocabulary throughout

Chapter 3
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Exam review

U

se the questions below to help you judge
your performance in a mock or other exam
and work out how to do better next time. For
external exams you can pay for a copy of your
marked paper to be returned.

KEY
ISSUE

Do I know how to get
better at taking exams?

ACTIVITY
1. Preparation
How much revision/preparation did I do? Was it enough?
What methods did I use to I revise? Were they effective?
Did I revise all of the necessary topics?
Did I find all of the topics equally hard to revise?
How much support did I get from other people? Was it useful?

Overall, my score for preparation should be (circle figure)
1
Very poor

2
Poor

3
Satisfactory

4
Good

5
Very Good

Review and action
What could I do better next time?

2. Exam technique
How well did I follow the examiner’s instructions?
How well did I use my time in the exam?
How well did I understand the command words in the questions?
How well did I understand the key words in the questions?
How could I have improved my answers?
40
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Exam review
Overall, my score for exam technique should be (circle figure)
1
Very poor

2
Poor

3
Satisfactory

4
Good

5
Very Good

Review and action
What could I do better next time?

3. Answers and marks obtained
Question

Topic

Mark received and
examiner’s comment

My comment

Overall, my score for answers and marks obtained (circle figure)
1
Very poor

2
Poor

3
Satisfactory

4
Good

5
Very Good

Review and action
What could I do better next time?

Chapter 3
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Exam analysis

I

t’s impossible to prepare effectively for an exam if you
don’t know what you’re being assessed on and how
that assessment is organised.
The table below contains some important things to check.
You can fill in the table for each exam you are taking.

KEY
ISSUE
How am I being assessed?

Subject/topic
Date, time and location of exam
My candidate number
Title of exam, exam board & specification code

Who assesses the work and how?

What sort of exam is it? ()

What is the focus of the exam? ()

Written

Learned material

Practical

Skills

Oral

Both

Coursework based

Other……………………………………..…..

Based on pre-release material
Open-book
Other……………………………………..…..
If the exam includes the use of
source material, what is it? ()

What kinds of questions are there? ()
Multiple choice

Sources provided in the exam paper

Short written answers

Pre-release material

Essays

A set text

Problem-solving questions

Coursework

Discussions

Other……………………………………..…..

Verbal responses
Other……………………………………..…..
How long is the exam?

How many questions or activities are there? Are
they of equal importance? What choice do I have?

What do I need to take with
me into the exam?

Is there anything else about the content or format
of this exam which I need to take into account?

Put the completed table somewhere you can easily refer to while you’re preparing for the exam.
42
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What makes a successful exam-taker?

I

t seems that the importance of exams keeps growing. For
most students, being successful in exams is very important.
You need to be well prepared for exams and aware of what is
good practice once you are in the exam.

KEY
ISSUE
How can I be successful
in exams?

ACTIVITY
The table below contains a list of ‘top tips’ for exam success.
1 Tick the ones you do already.
2 Think about the ones you don’t do – and make a note next to them to say
how and when you can do this.



Before the exam

How and when I can do this

Put enough time aside for revision

Plan a good revision timetable and
review it regularly
Revise in ways that you know suit the
way you learn
Know the format of the paper

Know how questions will be worded

Know how long should be spent on
each question
Make sure you know the meaning of
key examiners’ instructions such as
‘Discuss’ and ‘Evaluate’
Check the regulations about what you
can and cannot bring to the exam
Take some water with you to drink
during the exam
Arrive in good time for the exam

Chapter 3
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What makes a successful exam-taker?
In the exam
Carefully read the instructions on the
paper before starting
Carefully read each question before
starting your answer
Answer the questions set, not the
ones you want
Allocate time to each question
according to the marks available
Don’t write the question out, just its
number
Plan longer answers on the answer
paper – cross your rough plan out at
the end
Use technical terms from the subject
wherever appropriate
Try to write as accurately as possible
– use sentences, paragraphs and
punctuation
Don’t panic – if you get stuck, take
some deep breaths and go back to the
question
Keep an eye on the time

Read through answers for mistakes

After the exam
Avoid too much discussion about the
exam – there’s nothing you can do!
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Understanding your memory

R

emembering information is pretty important
in exams. But how much do you actually know
about how your memory works?

KEY
How does memory work?
ISSUE

ACTIVITY
Decide whether the following statements are true or false – then
check the answers to see how much you know about memory.
True

False

1. It is possible to train your memory
2. L earning things by rote (learning facts by repeating them in a
strict order) is the best way to get them into your memory
3. Simply reading things is a good way to get information into your memory
4. The students who do best in exams were lucky
to be born with good memories
5. Your ability to remember information in an exam depends on how effective
you were in storing the information in your memory in the first place
6. I t is likely that dehydration (not drinking enough
water) can make your memory worse
7. I n general the people who do well in exams use a variety of
methods to learn and store information in their memories
8. Improving your memory takes time and effort
9. I t is likely that eating a balanced diet improves memory by
aiding concentration and ability to recall information
10. If you sleep well your memory is likely to work better
11. L ooking at information from different angles or perspectives confuses
your memory – it’s better to stick to one source of information
Answers: True: 1, 5, 6, 7 ,8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14 False: 2, 3, 4, 11

12. When you’re trying to remember detailed material, it is usually
helpful to start with the basics and add detail gradually
13. Repetition (learning things more than once) helps the memory
14. How you organise information has a big influence
on your ability to remember it

Take a look at the correct answers. Any surprises? What could
you be doing differently to improve your memory?
I could
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Labels and grouping

W

hat you call something makes a difference
to how easy it is to remember. Sorting
information into categories or groups makes you
think about it more and helps you remember better
by creating smaller chunks.
For example, if you’re trying to make revision materials from
a set of notes, you can use subheadings from the notes as
labels for the various chunks of information.

KEY
ISSUE
Grouping information makes
it easier to learn

ACTIVITY
STAGE 1
Use a textbook to select a piece of writing that you
want to learn, ideally one which uses subheadings.

STAGE 2
Write a suitable title at the top of a sheet of paper, Word document or revision card.
Write down the subheadings – space them evenly down the page.
Under each subheading make a list of points you need to remember.

STAGE 3
If there are more than five subheadings, find a way to group
them into five or fewer. Give each new group a label.
If there are more than five points under any of the new labels, find a
way to group them into five or fewer. Give each group a new label.

Chapter 4
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Labels and grouping
The example below shows how this method has been used to summarise an article about St Patrick.

St Patrick

label based on
a subheading

1. Early life of St Patrick
• Born around AD 385
• Parents probably Roman living in Britain
• Captured by slavers when young
• Taken to Ireland
• Escaped in his 20s

sed on
label ba ing
ad
a subhe

2. Religious work
• Trained as Christian priest and became a bishop
• Went to Ireland as missionary
• Converted pagan chiefs and people
• Set up monasteries, convents, churches
• Performed miracles, including ridding Ireland of snakes
label based on
a subheading

3. Legacy of St Patrick
• Ireland has been Christian country ever since
• Shamrock (which he used when teaching) is national symbol
• He is Ireland’s patron saint

bel because
this is a new la
much under
there was too
eading
the previous h

4. St Patrick’s Day
• St Patricks Day is 17 March
• Major holiday in Dublin
• Big holiday and parade in New York
• Exploited by Irish businesses such as Guinness
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Five is the magic number

B

reaking down information into bite-size chunks
helps you learn and remember. And the brain seems
to work best if the chunks have five or fewer bits.

KEY
ISSUE

Five seems to be the magic number

Why is it important to
break information up?

ACTIVITY
Look at the following list of words. How easy do you
think it would be to remember this list?

Dog
Drop

Dandelion
Seal

Donkey
Bear

Green

Drain

Bird

Wardrobe

Give yourself 20 seconds, then cover up the words and try to remember them.
How many did you remember? How easy was it?
Now try the following list of words:

Chicken
Crash

Cabbage
Crow

Cat

Digger

Horse

Table

Yellow
Fish

This time choose a way to break the list into smaller sets
of five or less, and write them in the box below.
List one

List two

Suggestions (but you
can choose your own):
Words with the same
first letter (5) plus
others (5); Animals
(5), Not animals (5)

Now try to learn these smaller lists you have created. Give yourself 20 seconds,
then cover them up and try to remember all the items.
How many did you remember this time? How easy was it?
Most people would find the second set easier to remember because:
• They are remembering smaller chunks (five or fewer)
• The items in each chunk are linked in some way

Chapter 4
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Making links

I

f you can make links between different pieces of
information, remembering one piece will help you
remember the next and so on.

KEY
ISSUE

You can make use of this to aid your memory in
different ways. Here are two examples.

Making links helps memory

1. Mnemonics
2. Word journeys
You can use
r
this method fo
but
,
ts
lis
ng
isi
memor
bering
also for remem
of
se
important ts
c
pi
to
,
ns
io
instruct
ts,
ec
bj
su
,
gs
in
head
ils
case study deta
.
on
and so

1	Mnemonics
A mnemonic is a method of recalling a sequence of key words by
associating the first letters of the sequence with the first letters of
each word of a memorable phrase or sentence.
One of the best-known mnemonics is a way to remember
the order of the colours in a rainbow. They go like this:

It doesn’t
have to be clev
er –
in fact you’re
more likely to
remember silly
or
rude versions!

A student made up the
following mnemonic to
remember a sequence of
words for a Biology exam:

red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet
Mnemonic: Richard of York gave battle in vain

heart, liver, kidney, brain.
Mnemonic: I went to the heart of Liverpool for some steak

and kidney pie. It was good for my brain.

Now try your own – choose something from a subject you’re revising
Items to be remembered

WARNING!

!
Mnemonic I have made up
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Memorising these
kinds of lists has its
uses for remembering
information, but it
shouldn’t take up all that
precious revision time.

Chapter 4

Making links

1 Word journeys
These are more complicated forms of mnemonic.
They must work because they are used by mentathletes. These are people who enter competitions to
remember huge amounts of information, such as the exact sequence of
54 packs of playing cards – shuffled of course!
Mentathletes invent an imaginary journey for each pack and every one of the cards becomes a character
in the story of the journey.
They are useful for revision if you need to learn a sequence of words. The idea is that you attach these
words to the memory of a familiar journey.
• First you need a familiar journey – maybe your route from home to a favourite place.
• Next, break up the journey into a series of steps, for example front door, bus stop, bus station, shop.
• Now add the information you need to remember. If the sequence of things is important, then the words
should crop up in that order in the story. So, to remember the following words: frog, grass, aeroplane,
star, socks, the following word journey could be used.

As I left the front door I saw a frog on the grass. I took it to the bus stop where
there was a poster showing an aeroplane. When I got to the bus station I noticed
they had built a new five star hotel. I got to the shop to buy some socks.

This method
works best whe
n
you visualise th
e
story – when
you see it in yo
ur
mind’s eye.

Don’t get carried away though – unless your exam depends on being able
to remember long lists of information. Use other forms of revision too as
memorising lists of words is only part of what you need to do in most exams.

ACTIVITY
Try your own word journey.
Items to be remembered
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................
Familiar journey I can use
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................
Items and journey combined into a word journey
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................................................................................
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Getting your memory to work better

U

nfortunately our brains don’t always co-operate with
revision. Just when we want them to store lots of
useful information they decide to switch off and watch TV.
Fortunately it is possible to overcome the brain’s reluctance
– but it takes time. The brain needs to reminded.

KEY
ISSUE
How can memory be improved?

ACTIVITY
Read the following information. Which bits do
you think your brain might need to know?

Memories can be trained to work better. In order to remember things in exams we need
to be good at storing them in our memories in the first place. We remember more if we
use more than one method to remember things. We remember more if we revise over a
longer period and if we think of the big picture as well as the details. Information is easier
to learn if we can make it shocking or eye-catching, and if we make links between things.
It’s hard to remember things if we don’t understand them first, and looking at the same
things from different angles helps us to understand them better. If something uses a
mixture of our senses (hearing, seeing, touching, tasting, moving) we are much more
likely to remember it.
We need a balanced diet for our brains to work best. If we don’t get enough sleep our
memories don’t work properly. Practice makes perfect, but working for too long without a
break slows down our memory.

In the box write a message to your brain, telling
it what you think it needs to be reminded of.

Dear brain,
I think you need to remember that
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Don’t forget the big picture

T

here is a danger that spending revision time
learning facts and figures means that you forget to
think about the underlying themes and big ideas which
are really important in understanding a subject. You
need to know the big picture as well as the detail.
When it comes to the exam you may be so
desperate to use the detail that you forget to
show your understanding of the big picture.

KEY
ISSUE
Howcan revision help me
see the big picture?

ACTIVITY
Decide whether each revision activity on the list below is more likely to help with
learning the detail, the big picture, or both? Tick one or more of the categories for
each item.
Detail

Big Picture

Both

Revising gradually over long periods
Creating mnemonics or word journeys
Making well-organised and structured revision
materials covering the whole course
Concentrating revision on the bits you like best
Looking for links between topics
Creating a summary of the specification or syllabus
Learning facts and figures
Last minute revision
Trying to remember information
Thinking about the subject

Successful revision needs a combination of detail and big picture activities. Which
things in the above list do you do? Have you got a good combination? If not, what
else could you be doing?
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Making revision cards

R

evision cards are among the most popular revision
resources. The idea is that you summarise some
information on a single blank postcard or note card (front
and back if necessary). Several different types are available
from stationers or you can make them online at
www.getrevising.co.uk. You then use the card for revision.

KEY
ISSUE
What are revision cards and
how can they be used?

Five things to do with revision cards

1
3
5

Write questions on one side
and answers on the other
– then test yourself or ask
someone else to test you.
Write the advantages of
something on one side
and the disadvantages or
criticisms on the other.

2
4

Write key names or terms
on one side and a summary
of what they wrote or the
definition on the other side.
Write about something in
reasonable detail on one
side and use the other side
to summarise its key points
as a short list (no more than
five points).

Discuss a subject with a few friends and decide what sort of cards
would be most useful. Divide the subject up into sections and make
each person responsible for making revision cards for one or more
sections. Meet up when the cards are made and revise from the cards
together, for example by testing each other.

ACTIVITY
Imagine you need to revise the following information.
The dance style primarily associated with hip hop is ‘breaking’, which appeared in New
York City during the early 1970s. Funk styles, such as popping and locking, evolved
separately in California in the 1960s-70s. In the late 1980s, as hip hop music took new
forms, new dance styles began appearing. Most of them were danced in an upright manner
in contrast to breaking (with has more ground moves), but overall they contributed a lot to
later hip hop styles, and heavily influenced the development of house dancing. During the
1990s and 2000s, parallel with the evolution of hip hop music, hip hop dancing evolved
into heavier and more aggressive forms. All hip hop styles from the 1980s and beyond are
sometimes collectively called new school while the distinct styles from the 1960-70s, are
considered old school. However, this classification is controversial.
Source: www.wikipedia.org
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Making revision cards
Complete this revision card (which has been started) following the advice provided.
A clear title
for the card

Hip hop dance

1. Important dates
1960s - funk styles start in California
early 1970s - breaking started in New York
late 1980s – new upright styles
1990s/2000s – heavier forms emerge
Comple
te the
informa
tion on
‘styles’ u
sing
sub-hea
dings

2. Styles

Information
broken down
into three
chunks

3.
Add th
e third
headin
subg to co
v
er som
differe
e
nt info
rmatio
n

The card can be improved by:
adding
diagrams
or pictures

adding
any relevant
links to
other topics
using
colour
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examp tanding – f
o
necessle, it may be r
a
r
y
to find
out w
schoo hy the old
l/n
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Making mind maps

M

ind maps are a way of organising ideas about a
topic. A mind map usually starts with a central
idea with a series of branches, each relating to one
aspect of the main idea. These lead to other branches
and so it goes on.

KEY
ISSUE
What are mind maps and how
can they be used for revision?

A mind map allows you to see the whole topic on one
sheet of paper. And making the mind map helps you
learn both the detail and the big picture of a topic.
There are some excellent software packages for creating
mind maps – many of them free – but creating your own
by hand is just as good.
Five things to do with mind maps

1
3
5

Stick them up somewhere
in your house where you sit
and dream – maybe your
bedroom walls or ceiling –
even the toilet!

Spend some time
learning the mind map,
turn the paper the other
way up and see if you
can remember it well
enough to copy.
Get together with a
friend and make mind
maps together using lots
of colour and pictures.

A mind map about revision has been
started on the next page. Use your
knowledge of revision to complete it.

58

Brought to you by

2
4

Illustrate some of the points
on your mind map with some
silly pictures – they will help
you remember the point.
Use mind maps to plan essays –
put the title in the centre, then
have one branch for each key
point and use further branches
to develop those points.

use the
biggest sheet
of paper you
can get

Using
different
colours can
make them
easier to
remember.
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Making mind maps

catch up on notes
I’ve missed

get old exam papers
and mark schemes

.........................................

check specifications

.........................................

nised

Understan

d my

exa
ms

ga
otes or
Get my n

throw away everything
I don’t need

.........................................

Stay

mat
eria
ls

Revision
Make my o

wn r e

vision

y during revision
health

.........................................

.........................................
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drink lots of water
.........................................
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Diagrams for revision

A

great way to revise is to turn information into
diagrams such as flow charts, spider diagrams,
timelines, Venn diagrams and systems diagrams.

KEY
ISSUES

Diagrams help learning because they make you transform
information rather than simply copying it. This process
involves thinking! It makes your brain look at the
information from a different angle which helps you
remember it better, and because they are visual in nature,
you may well find them easier to remember than plain text.

How can diagrams
be used in revision?

ACTIVITY
Here are four different types of diagram.

Venn Diagram
Flow Chart

Spider Diagram
Timeline
1900

1925

1950

Event 1

Event 2

Decide which is best for showing:
• Processes
• Similarities and differences
•	How a topic is made up of
various parts
• How things change or develop

2000

Event 3

Type of diagram

Event 4

Best for

Venn diagram
Spider diagram
Timeline
Flow chart

Answers on next page

60
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Diagrams for revision
Here’s an example that shows how some text can be turned into a diagram.

ACTIVITY
This student has been making a systems diagram as a way of remembering the global water cycle.
See if you can finish it off.

The global water cycle is a system with inputs, outputs and processes. The single input
is energy from the sun. Processes include evaporation, condensation, rainfall, runoff, and
storage. The only output from the system is radiated energy.

Input

Processes

Output

Evaporation
…………………….……..
…………………….……..
…………………….……..
Storage

What kinds of diagrams do you use in revising?

Are there ways in which you could use diagrams more?

Chapter 5
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.………………….……..
Answers: Showing processes: flow chart; showing similarities and differences: Venn diagram; showing
how a topic is made up of various parts: spider diagram; showing how things change or develop: timeline

Sun’s energy
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Revising together

R

evising with other people can work really well – for
example it may be less boring than revising alone, you
may feel more motivated as part of a group, you can benefit
from each other’s ideas, and you can test each other.

KEY
ISSUE
How can revision
be a social activity?

However, for it to work well you need to understand the
do’s and don’ts.
A group of friends is setting up a revision group.

But how do we go about
organising our revision?

We’ve decided when and
where to meet, how often
and for how long

ACTIVITY
What advice would you give this group about things to do and things to avoid?
Circle the appropriate advice. The first has been done for you.

62

Do

Don’t

work out a schedule

Do

Don’t

break topics into small chunks

Do

Don’t

spend your time copying each other’s revision materials

Do

Don’t

discuss your own ideas about the subject you’re revising

Do

Don’t	try to agree in advance the topic for the next session
so that everyone can do some preparation

Do

Don’t

Do

Don’t	work out in advance what the sessions won’t cover
– so that people can fill in gaps themselves

Do

Don’t

Do

Don’t	agree in advance whether the group is fixed
or whether other people can join

Do

Don’t	share out jobs which everyone can benefit from
(such as photocopying stuff for everyone)

Do

Don’t	agree in advance how much time you’ve got for chatting,
gossiping, playing computer games – and stick to it

Do

Don’t

try to revise at the same time as sharing a meal

Do

Don’t

agree who will write things down if you are discussing ideas

Do

Don’t

share any materials which are created as part of the group’s work

get distracted

work on a small number of topics at each meeting
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Testing youself

C

hecking your knowledge and understanding as you go
along is an essential part of revision. It lets you know
what is going into your brain and what needs ‘topping up’.
Here are some suggestions for checking your
revision progress.

Look, cover, test, check
If you’ve made resources such as revision
cards, you can study them, cover them,
and try to reproduce what was there
(either in your mind, speaking it, or
writing it down again).

!?!

KEY
ISSUE
How is it best to check
how my revision is going?

??!

Quiz time
Give your revision mater
ials to a friend or member
of
the family and ask them
to make up questions to
tes
t
you. There is something
of an art to this (see the ac
tiv
ity
below) – so you may need
to train your quiz master.

Do some exam questions
This can be very effective, especially if you have
access to someone who can mark them or if you
are good at using a mark scheme. If you have
planned your revision effectively you should
have time to set yourself a mock exam.

Make up exam questions
Study past exam papers
and
see if you can think up sim
ilar
(but different) questions.

???
Chapter 5
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Testing youself

ACTIVITY
A good quiz master is able to ask several different questions based on the same information. This is
better for checking your revision than having to answer the same question over and over again. For
example, look at this one sentence.

The eruption of Mount St. Helens on May 18th, 1980, at 8:32am, killed 57
people. 250 homes, 47 bridges, 15 miles (24 km) of railways, and 185 miles
(298 km) of highway were destroyed.

You could ask the following questions (some of which are very similar, but different) – not all in the same
session though!

Which US volcano
erupted in May 1980?

What was the
date when Mt St
Helens erupted?

What is it?

True or false: Mt St
Helens erupted in
March 1980
What happened on
May 18,1980
Tell me about the
eruption of Mt
St Helens

Where is Mt
St Helens?

Can you think of five other similar (but different) questions for this information?

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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Using the internet for revision

E

veryone knows the internet is a fantastic source
of information and there is no doubt that it can be
really useful at revision time.
But learning is about making sense of a course for
yourself. That means taking an active role in revision
– making up questions, being tested, making revision
cards or mind maps for example.

KEY
ISSUE
What is the best way of using
the internet for revision?

Reading through endless sets of notes presented in
slightly different (and possibly contradictory or outdated)
ways is not that helpful.
Here are three useful sites that do get you involved.

www.getrevising.co.uk
d. You can
OK – we admit we’re biased but this is a site that really does get you involve
of resources
make revision cards, wordsearches, quizzes and have access to thousands
and it even
that have worked for other students. You can create and join study groups
creates your revision timetable for you.

www.bbc.co.uk/schools/revision
The BBC provides great materials and activities for revision at all levels.

www.s-cool.co.uk
Lots of ‘chunked’ information for all
major subjects at GCSE and A level. You
can test yourself too.

Top tip...
Exam board websites are the places
to go for information about the types
of exams, specifications (syllabuses),
past exam papers, mark schemes and
examiners’ reports. Here are some:
AQA: www.aqa.org.uk
Edexcel: www.edexcel.com
OCR: www.ocr.org.uk
Welsh Board: www.wjec.co.uk
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Using the internet for revision

ACTIVITY
Read this discussion between two students. For each pair of statements,
circle the one you agree with most.

The internet is the
place to find all the
information you need

That may be true but it can
take an awful lot of time to
find exactly what you need

I like the way you
get links between
sites on the internet

Yes that can be handy – but it
means I sometimes wander away
from the main topic I’m looking at

But that makes it
difficult to know which
information is reliable

If I have to find
something out I start
with the internet

I think it is quicker to start with a
textbook. If I can’t find what I need
in a textbook I use the internet

I like the fact that
anyone can put information
on the internet

I like using
sites with testyourself quizzes

They’re OK but often I find them
too easy, too hard or not quite right
for what I’m trying to learn

If you agree with the student
on the left, you should
carefully consider the points
on the right as these are
some of the main dangers
to be avoided. And don’t
underestimate the value of
a good textbook (which has
been written especially for
your course).

66

I can happily
spend hours on
the internet

If you agree with the student
on the right, you probably
have a sensible approach to
the world wide web – but
maybe you need to learn
better how to do internet
research (for example, how to
use a search engine properly)
and have a look at some good
revision sites.
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I can too – but it’s easy to get
distracted by the fun and games rather
than what I’m supposed to be looking at

If you see both sides of the
argument – then you’ve got
a well-balanced approach to
using the internet.

Chapter 5

Buying revision guides

G

o into any large bookshop in the spring and you
will find shelves and shelves of revision guides.
Some small, some large, some with notes, others with
model answers, some with both.
Are they worth buying? An essential tool or a safety net
that will just make you feel better? And if you do buy
one, which should you buy and for which subject?

KEY
ISSUE
How useful are revision guides?

ACTIVITY
Luke: I learn best by making

Amanda: I’m not very

my own revision notes

confident about my own
notes – some are missing

Imran: I’m not sure

which actual specification
we’re following

I’ve already
got masses of notes for
each of my subjects

Amy: I would find some model

answers with examiner’s comments
really helpful – it would show me
what they’re looking for
Grace: My parents

want to help – they will
buy things for me to
help with revision

Ben:

Which students would you advise to buy a revision guide? Why?
Ben
Amanda
Luke
Imran
Amy
Grace

Chapter 5
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Buying revision guides
Here are ten features that revision guides might contain. Select the five that are most important for you in
order of importance.

colourful

up to date

lots of detail

information
divided up into
chunks

with examiner’s
comments and
marks

little detail

activities for
me to do

exam hints
and tips

coursework
guidance

sample answers

details of the
specification

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Checklist for buying revision guides

Have I?
Asked my teacher for advice
Thought about what I want from a revision guide
Browsed through a range of alternatives
And once I have a guide in mind, have I checked that?
It covers exactly the course that I’m doing
I can understand it
It contains the features I want (e.g. bite-size notes,
sample answers, coursework guidance)
It contains the right level of detail for me
I like the style and presentation
It is better than I could do myself
If you do buy a revision guide, don’t be too precious about it - treat it
rough! Make it your own by writing on it, adding colour to it, or even
chopping it up to make your own resources.
And finally, don’t assume that it contains everything you need to know.

68

Brought to you by

Chapter 5

Revising boring topics

E

ven in our favourite subjects there may be bits we
find less interesting.

The table below contains suggestions on how to make
these boring bits more interesting. Tick the ones you
already use and the ones you might try next time it all
gets a bit dull.

KEY
ISSUE
What is the best way to revise
topics I’m not interested in?

If you have your own ideas, add them to the list.

ACTIVITY
To make the boring bits more interesting I can

I do this
already

I’ll try
this

Revise with someone else
Find a new angle on the topic (such as finding someone
famous this topic applies to and how it has affected them)
Find a way in which this topic relates to me personally
Find out how it can be linked to the topics I am interested in
Find a new source of information – such as a
different textbook, website, CD-ROM
Go somewhere else to revise the topic (for a change of scenery)
Break the revision into chunks of time and stick to the schedule
Revise in an unusual way – why not make a podcast,
cut and paste from magazines or create a poster?
Give myself a big reward when I’ve learnt it
Other?
Other?

Chapter 5

Brought to you by

69

70

Brought to you by

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

The last
minute
I’ve left it too late
Last-minute revision
Exam day checklist
Thinking positively about the exam

Brought to you by

72
73
74
75

71

I’ve left it too late

T

he bad news is that trying to revise at
the last minute is not advisable. Revision
works best when it’s well planned and given
enough time. There are no short cuts to be
recommended.
The good news is that there are a few tips
which just might help if you have only a short
time to prepare. They are more likely to pay off
if you already have a reasonable background
knowledge of the course. Some of this advice is more
drastic than the rest – it depends how desperate you are!

KEY
ISSUE
What can I do if I haven’t
done enough revision?

So if you’re short of time, read through the following suggestions.
Tick the ones which you think you could use.

Work out how much you know already. Test your knowledge using past exam papers
and mark schemes or self-testing (you can use revision quizzes on the internet – there
are some made by other students at www.getrevising.co.uk). Then focus your attention
on the parts of the course where you are weakest, not the bits you know already.
Talk to someone who understands the course (ideally a teacher) – find out what is
really important and what is additional detail. Then focus on those key points. This
is likely to be more efficient than trying to sort it all out yourself from scratch.
Try to achieve a balance of understanding of the material – get the big
picture first and avoid concentrating too much on the detail, learning
the detail for one part of the course will use up all your time.
Reduce the time spent preparing your own revision materials – beg (or pay!) to
borrow someone else’s, go online to find some (try www.getrevising.co.uk) or
buy a good revision guide. Do something with the material so that you engage
with it in an active way to make it stick in your mind – maybe highlighting.
Focus on the decoding of exam questions so that you’re clear about the
key words and command words. This may be effective if you have a good
background knowledge already, as you may be able to answer some
questions reasonably well without needing to learn lots of detail.
Find out if it is possible to reschedule the exam or resit it at another
date – and make sure you prepare for that in plenty of time.

A couple for the truly desperate (and not really recommended!):
1.Make use of creative thinking in the exam: you may just strike it lucky if you’re
able to interpret exam questions well and write sensible sounding answers.
2. When it comes to the exam, if in doubt – guess! In most (but not all)
exams – you are not penalised for getting the answer wrong.
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Last-minute revision

H

ere are some suggestions for things you might
do on the day of the exam to fine tune all that
you’ve revised. But remember – not everyone takes
the same approach so you need to think about
which strategy will work for you.

ACTIVITY

KEY
ISSUE
What revision should I be
doing just before the exam?

These students are discussing their last minute revision plans. Five of the suggestions
may work for you, but three are not recommended for anyone. Which ones are which?

1. I take all my revision summary cards and
skim through them while I’m travelling to the
exam. I try to fix a picture of them in my head

8. I meet up with the people I’ve
been revising with and we just
remind ourselves of all the stuff
we’ve done to prepare – this makes
2. I’ve reduced each topic to a mind map. On the
6. I don’t do any revision on the day of me feel more positive and calm
day of the exam, while I’m eating my breakfast
the exam. I reckon it’s better to have a
I just practise drawing the basic outline of each
9. I just flick through a
clear head than to try and cram in any
mind map. Then I know I’m ready
textbook – mostly looking
more information on the day
at the diagrams – as a
3. I spend the hour before the exam in the toilet 7. The only revision I do on the day is to
way to get me thinking
looking at my arms (where I’ve written all the
about all the revision I’ve
remind myself of the key themes. This
facts and figures I want to remember just in
done on the subject
is easy because I’ve made a list of these
case I need them in the exam)
and a mnemonic using the first letters of
10. I wait outside the exam
each theme.
4. The day before the exam I stay
for my friends to turn up
up all night drinking coffee trying
and hope they’ll be able
to memorise all the stuff I’ve
to explain it all to me
downloaded about the subject
Useful

Not recommended

If you like the sound of one of these, make sure you have created the materials needed to make it
happen.
If none of these suit you – what would you do instead? Discuss this with a friend or teacher – do they
think it will work, or can they see problems with what you’ve suggested?
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Answers:
Bad ideas: 3,4, 10 Reasonable suggestions: the rest

5. I just sing the stupid revision
song which I made up to
remind me of the main points
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Exam day checklist

U

se this list:
• To plan what you need to do
• As a checklist on the day of the exam

KEY
ISSUE

What do I need to do
to get ready for an exam?

Is this something I need
to plan for? (yes or no)

 if done

Get a good night’s sleep
Check the date, time and location of the exam
Move or minimise any commitments which might delay me or
add stress on the day of the exam
Make sure I can get to the exam on time without any hassle
(for example, get money for the bus/taxi)
Eat enough (but not too much) of the right food
Take a bottle of water
Take a watch or small clock
Wear suitable clothes (and be prepared in case the room is
hotter or colder than I like)
Prepare all the equipment and stationery I need
Prepare all the books or materials I need
Prepare the revision materials I want to have with me for
checking before the exam
Take my candidate entry sheet or ID with me
Take something to do and food/drink if I have a waiting
period between exams
Make sure I know where I can store
my stuff during the exam
Make sure I understand the exam rules (such as whether or
not I can take a bag in with me, where to leave my phone)
Think positively about myself and the exam
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Thinking positively about the exam

I

n the world of sport it’s quite common for people to
talk about how they ‘see’ their performance – they
visualise what is going to happen, how they are going
to deal with it, and how they are going to succeed.

KEY
ISSUES
How can positive thinking

But it’s not very often that you hear students talking
help my exam performance
in the same way about their exams. However, there is
evidence that positive thinking of this kind can help you feel more confident and
prepared for exams. This can reduce stress and lead to better performance.

ACTIVITY
The following table lists the kind of positive thinking which is used in sport. Think of
how you could apply this to your exam situation. It’s important that you put yourself in
these scenarios – it won’t work otherwise. To get you started a few of them have been
filled in already.
Idea

How this could be used in sport

How I could use this for my exams

Picture yourself
performing and
succeeding

I imagine myself on the
pitch, playing and winning

See myself in the exam room
answering all the questions correctly

Imagine how it feels
to achieve your goal

I try to actually feel the
emotions I would when I cross
the winning line in first place

Think of how good I will feel
when I get a really good mark

Think through
the stages you
will go through to
achieve your goal

I see myself preparing, arriving
at the event, warming up, starting
and completing the race

Work out the routines
needed for success

I imagine myself doing the training
over and over again until I’m
confident and can repeat what I’ve
done in the actual competition

Decide how to cope
with the unexpected

I prepare myself mentally for
dangers such as being tripped
during the race or having a false
start – I can see myself staying
calm, not panicking, staying focused

Take on the
personality
characteristics
needed for success

I need to be more aggressive than
I normally am, so I have created
in my mind an ‘aggressive me’ which
I can switch to when I need it

See yourself
in control

When I visualise myself playing
sport it’s always me making the
decisions, I’m the one at the centre
of the game. If it’s a tough game I
know I can adapt when I need to
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To do well in exams I imagine myself
to be a bit of a ‘boffin’ – this means I
am less shy about using long words and
terminology than I would normally be
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