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1. Introduction: This document looks at the best available research and offers some practical advice on how to  

develop your childs metacognitive habits 

 

Included in here are some further ‘learning to learn’ or ‘habits’ that your child should consider trying as they review  

and consolidate their work. 

 
Your child’s subject teachers are best placed to advise your child on which metacognitive strategies work best in their 

subjects. 

 
2. First of all let's confront the elephant in the room: Remote Learning. You  are probably 

feeling nervous about the work that your child covered during the period of Remote Learning. All 

the research says that it is best to convert this nervousness and concern into specific, planned 

strategies to review and consolidate this work. This document has some advice about ways to do 

this 

 
Another thing to consider are all the positive metacognitive habits your child developed during the period of Remote 

Learning – they worked independently, developed time management skills and probably reflected on thier use of IT and 

how they learn best - all of this is positive. It might be worth pausing and listing with your child the things that have 

worked for them and what they might do differently moving forward. 

Final note before we move on: This document uses the terms review, revision and consolidation 

interchangeably. For us it is all just about good learning. 

 
3. The Theory behind the Science of Learning: We now 

know more than ever about the science of learning. Evidence 

from research suggests that there are certain strategies that help 

us learn more efficiently and more effectively. Knowing what 

does and doesn’t work will allow your child to feel more in 

control and be better equipped for consolidation and revision. 

 
It’s about the long-term rather than the short-term, which also 

means there are no quick fixes. 

 
So, before we carry on, ask your child these three 

simple questions: 

●  How do you study? 

●  Why do you study this way? 

●  Does it work? 

 
4. Knowing where to start is often the most difficult part. 

 

Encourage your child to start with a list of topics (from the Specifications) that they have covered this year and RAG 

them 

RED: I have no idea about this - need to try to teach myself again 

AMBER: I understand the basics, but needs a thorough review 

GREEN: I am fine with this, but need to test myself 
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5. The Six Strategies 

● Spaced Practice – space out the study over time 

● Interleaving – switch between (related) ideas while studying 

● Retrieval Practice – practice bringing information to mind 

● Elaboration – explain and describe ideas 

● Concrete Examples – use specific examples to understand abstract concepts 

● Dual Coding – combine words and visuals 

It’s important to point out that the above are not all equal. Spaced practice and retrieval practice are incredibly 

powerful strategies with a tremendous amount of evidence supporting them. Interleaving is a simple principle that can 

be easily incorporated into the first two forming a coherent and potent combination. 

The remaining three strategies describe ways of supporting this grouping. 

The rest of this document goes through these strategies in greater detail and suggests some ideas for employing them 

effectively. 

 
Crucially you should encourage your child to ask their teachers: 

●  What does this look like in my subjects? 

●  What might this look like in my work/revision at home? 

 
Be brave and try a new approach 

 
 

 

 

 

5a. Retrieval Practice: (also known as the testing effect) is the name of a strategy which requires you to generate 

an answer to a question. It has been proven to be one of the most effective revision strategies. Research has shown 

that every time your child brings a memory to mind, they strengthen it. And the more challenging they make this 

retrieval, the greater the benefit. Direct results of retrieval practice, include improvement in the memory of 

information, transfer of knowledge and inferences between information. Equally, there are many indirect effects, the 

most important being explicit feedback on what you do and don’t know. Retrieval practice may comprise of past 

papers, multiple choice tests or answering questions aloud. Flashcards are another good example of this. 

5b. Spacing: is another good revision technique This involves learning a little information regularly, rather than 

trying to learn a lot in a single day. Recent research has found that the use of spacing resulted in a 10% to 30% 

difference in final test results compared to students who did lots of cramming. Spacing out your childs revision 

gives them enough time to forget previously learnt information, meaning that when this information is re-visited and 

re-learnt it is more likely to be transferred to their long-term memory (see the idea below about the forgetting 

curve) 
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5c. Interleaving: This involves your child mixing up the topics they have studied within a given subject. Recent research 

has shown how effective this technique is: while students who ‘blocked’ their learning (the opposite to interleaving) 

performed to a higher level when tested immediately after learning the information, those who used interleaving 

performed more than three times better if the test was more than a day later. So it’s better to jumble up learning within 

a subject instead of focussing solely on one topic at a time and block studying that. 

For example, in Geography instead of studying Hazards one day and then Carbon Cycle the next, there is a significant 

benefit in approaching it by reviewing continental drift and plate tectonics interveleved with the importance and 

processes of the carbon cycle 

In Biology topics such as cell structure, transport across membranes and protein synthesis are fundamental and will be 

the most useful to keep reviewing. So the student would keep revisiting these and interleaving them with more difficult 

concepts such as the control of the cardiac cycle and investigating diversity. This way they are more likely to see 

connections between topics 

5d. Spaced practice and the Forgetting Curve: Spaced practice is based on research that shows distributed 

learning over time is far more effective than last minute cramming. Critical is the delay between this learning – it mustn’t 

be so long that the original information has been completely forgotten. Unfortunately, how long this gap should be is a 

tough question to answer. The speed at which we forget something will depend on many factors such as the difficulty 

of the material, how meaningful it was to us, how we learned it and how frequently we relearn or remember it. What 

the last factor tells us is that when we learn something for the first time, we need to review it quickly afterwards (this 

is usually one of the points of homework). The more times we force ourselves to remember something, the longer the 

gap can be between reviews, which the diagram below illustrates nicely. 
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5e Elaboration: involves explaining and describing ideas with many details. Elaboration also involves making 

connections among ideas they are trying to learn and connecting the material to their own experiences, memories, and 

day-to-day life. 

 
Example from History: Imagine you’re studying World War II, and specifically the attack on Pearl Harbor. 

You could ask yourself: 

● How did this attack happen? On December 7, 1941, the Imperial Japanese Navy attacked the United States Naval 

Base at Pearl Harbor. The attack included Japanese fighter planes, bombers, and torpedo planes. 

● Why did this happen? The Japanese intended to destroy the United States’ Pacific Fleet so that it could not 

interfere with Japanese operations. 

● Here you could also ask another type of question: What was the result of this historic event? Well, Japanese 

casualties were light, while they damaged eight U.S. Navy battleships. The Arizona was among those that the 

Japanese sunk, and was not raised from the shallow water. U.S. aircrafts were also destroyed, and 2,403 

Americans were killed (1,178 were injured). 

● Why is this event important? The day after the attack, Roosevelt delivered his Infamy Speech, the United   States 

formally declared war on Japan, and Japanese-Americans were then relocated to internment camps. 

● You could then go on: how did the U.S. enter the war? 

○ How did the Pearl Harbor attack lead up to the release of the atomic bomb? 

○ How did the war end? And so on. There are so many ways to explain the idea and add details! 

Similar to the above is self-explanation, which merely involves your child explaining out loud the steps you are taking 

when solving a problem. A recent analysis of 64 research studies showed that ‘it is better to ask a student to see if they 

can explain something to themselves, than for a teacher or book to always explain it to them’. Taking this one step 

further, approaching material to be able to teach it to someone else has proven to be a very effective method of 

learning. 

Elaborative interrogation can be aided through the use of concrete examples to illustrate abstract ideas – the more, 

the better. 
 

 

 
 

5f. Dual coding involves combining verbal and visual materials i.e. the information is available in two formats. Examples 

include infographics, timelines, diagrams and graphic organisers. It’s important to stress that words and pictures are 

combined. Dual coding is not about drawing; it’s about the spatial qualities of the notes that allow meaning to be created. 

The arrangement and organisation of the text and accompanying images create the meaning, not the depth and 

intricacies of the drawing. For example, when learning about the different parts of the heart in Biology, you could draw 

a diagram of the heart alongside an explanation of the functions of the different areas. Having two representations of 

the same information helps students cement the information in their long-term memory. 

 
6. Desirable difficulties: Lurking behind some of the strategies mentioned is the concept of desirable difficulties i.e. 

‘making things hard on yourself, but in a good way’. The psychologist Robert Bjork, who coined the term, and his wife 

Elizabeth, sum up much of what’s been discovered by cognitive psychology when they write: 

 
‘Try to spend less time on the input side and more time on the output side, such as summarizing what you have 

read from memory or getting together with friends and asking each other questions. Any activities that involve 

testing yourself—that is, activities that require you to retrieve or generate information, rather than just 

representing information to yourself—will make your learning both more durable and flexible’. 

If your childs way of learning (I am deliberately not using the word revising – it’s all ‘learning’) feels comfortable, 

then it may be time to ditch it. Great learning isn’t about how much time they spend working, it’s how they use 

this time. 
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7. Quick start: 4 easy to implement Learning 2 Learn Techniques 

 
Now we have a better sense of the strategies behind successful learning, it’s time to look in detail at some of the ways 

these can be employed. 

 
 

 

Reflection quesrions you could ask your child: 

● Are you wedded to the way you have always? 

● Are you struggling to hit the heights to which you aspire? 

● Have you assessed your working habits? 

● Have your methods for learning become a comfort blanket?. 

● Do you waste time creating brand-new, complete sets of notes? 

● Do you create desirable difficulties? 

 
If you’re someone who says ‘I don’t do past papers until I’ve produced my set of notes’, then you’re missing the point.  

8. BRAIN DUMP: This is so simple and so effective. Get your child to spend fifteen minutes with a blank piece of 

paper and write down everything they know about a topic. Once finished, they can look at their class notes, 

textbook and/or revision guide and check that what they wrote is correct. Then they look at what they forgot and 

focus on this. They should date the sheet and store it away. At a later date, they do the exercise again and compare 

the sheets – hopefully, they remember more the second (third, fourth etc.) time and will be able to see the 

improvement they've made visibly. 
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Brain dumping can be a terrifying exercise. Below is a gentler version to try the first time they try to retrieve a topic. 

Remember, the more challenging they make a retrieval, the greater the benefit. So, this easier version won’t be as 

effective at the one above. 

 

  Brain dump made easier 
  
 

 

 
 

What is your topic? 

 

Now try to… 

Using your class materials or revision guide, 

write clues or important words in the box 

below. Avoid writing sentences, just put clues 

to help you retrieve later. 

Now put away the class materials and write or 

sketch everything you can remember. Use the 

clues on the left to help 

you. After, check your class materials for 

accuracy. 

 
Clues 

 
What I can remember… 

 
 

 

9 Concept / mind maps 

Mind maps are a brilliant way of organising and learning information. They can help  to break down complex information, 

memorise information, and see the connections between different ideas. Because of that, they’re not easy to do well, 

and a lot of people misunderstand what a good mind map is (it most certainly is not a spider diagram). One approach 

is to use your notes etc. to create a well thought through map, which might take a few drafts. Employ retrieval practice 

at a later date by sitting with a blank piece of paper and producing a mind map on a particular topic from scratch and 

without any help. 

Mind maps can vary quite considerably, but the following instructions are one way of creating a map on a particular 

topic (adapted from https://guides.lib.uoguelph.ca/c.php?g=697430&p=5011748) 

1. Identify the main topic or core concept. 

2. Brainstorm everything already known about the topic. 

3. Organise the information by major ideas or points. 

4. Place the information on a diagram or map. Start with core concept, then major points, then significant 

details. 

5. Review course materials and vocabulary to ensure everything is included. 

6. Label connecting strands with words or phrases, then use branches, arrows and other symbols (for example 

stop signs) to indicate the relationship. 

7. Use colours, fonts or lines to group or distinguish concepts. 

8. Include detailed explanations, definitions, rules, formulae, or equations. 

9. Analyse the map using the following questions: 

● Is the core concept accurately defined and positioned? 

● How do the ideas fit together? 

● Have you considered all the related information from lectures, texts, and labs? 

● Have you noted all relevant relationships, exceptions, and conditions? 

● Does the map have adequate validity, logic, complexity, and detail? 

● What is the muddiest point and what can be done to clarify it? 

10. Revise the map as your understanding of the material improves. 
 
 

https://guides.lib.uoguelph.ca/c.php?g=697430&p=5011748


7 

 

 

10 Flashcards: A lot of students like flashcards. Used effectively, they are a learning technique that can incorporate 

spaced practice, retrieval practice and interleaving. Students should: 

●  Make a new one whenever they learn something new or make a set at the end of every topic. 

● Add relevant, simple pictures to your cards can make them a lot more memorable. 

● Write only one question per card. 

● Break complex concepts into multiple questions. 

● Say thier answers out loud when studying. 

● Study their flashcards in both directions i.e. also use answers to determine the questions. 

11. The Leitner system (making flashcards really work) 

 
This is a widely used method of using flashcards efficiently. Imagine a series of three file-card boxes. Label each box 

with a number and the frequency they’ll study each one. For example: 

● Box 1: Every week (note: they decide the frequency) 

● Box 2: Every two weeks 

● Box 3: Every three weeks 

 
Week 1: Put all your cards in Box 1 and review them. If they get a card right, move it to Box 2. If they get it wrong, it 

stays in Box 1. 

Week 2: Review Box 1 (as on Week 1: move correct cards up to Box 2 but keep incorrect cards in Box 1). 

Week 3: Review Box 1. Review Box 2. If they get a card right, move it up to Box 3. If they get it wrong, move it back 

to Box 1. 

Week 4: Review Box 1. Review Box 3. If they get a card right, it can leave the box and you don’t have to study it 

again. If you get it wrong, it goes all the way back to Box 1. 

Week 5: Review Box 1 and Box 2. 

Week 6: Review Box 1. 

Week 7: Review Box 1, Box 2 and Box 3. 

The underlying idea is just that the better your mastery, the less 

frequent the practice but, if it’s important to retain, it will never 

disappear entirely from your set of practice boxes. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
12. How to engage with material studetnts have to read? 

 
SQ5R: Survey, Question, Read, Respond, Record, Recite, Review. 



8 

 

 

 

(The following is taken from 

https://www.radford.edu/content/harvey-knowledge-center/home/learning-guides/reading-tips.html) 

 
Preview. Skim through the chapter looking at the headings and the figures to see what topics will be covered. If there 

are summaries, read them first to know where you will be heading. Also, see if there is a set of key terms and review 

questions at the end of the chapter, and possibly other study aids. 

 
Question, Read. If there were no key terms and no questions, make them up as you go along. List the important 

terms and write the definition. 

 
Reflect. Read with an inquiring mind: Try to convert headings into questions that will be answered. So, if one heading 

is ‘Classical conditioning’ ask yourself ‘What is classical conditioning?’ and your reading will answer that question. Jot 

down these questions to help you with later study and review. Some students find it worthwhile to outline chapters as 

they are reading, which forces them to think hard about the relationship among section of a chapter and produce it in 

their own words. 

 
Recite, Review. Reading carefully takes longer than simply blasting through the chapter with a highlighter, but studies 

show that students remember the material much better when they have carefully considered it this way. At the end of 

the chapter, review the key terms (either provided in the book or collected by you). Look up and restudy any terms 

about which you are shaky. If you can’t remember it just after you have read it, what chance will you have on a test 

later? Similarly, review the study questions and try to answer them. Again, review (or give yourself feedback) on 

questions you cannot answer. 

 

 
13. How to use practice questions and past papers 

 

The following is adapted from 

https://theeffortfuleducator.com/2017/04/03/promoting-metacognition-with-retrieval-practice-in-five-steps/ 

 

● Answer using only your brain. A lot of students shy away from this step because it can be difficult or 

because it highlights flaws in their learning, but it’s definitely better to struggle with the material now than on 

the test day. They need to know what they really know. 

● Evaluate your answers. How many answers are they very confident with? How many answers are simply 

guesses? It’s important they understand that if they have just guessed and answered correctly, they still don’t 

know the answer, they just got lucky. One option is to use a different colour pen on their paper to show which 

answers they are confident with and those they are not. This helps to visualize their pre-mark understanding. 

● Compare/contrast your answers with others. Have a conversation and debate any discrepancies. At this 

point, if you can thoughtfully discuss your answers then you probably have a decent grasp of the information. 

● Mark your paper. After marking,  encourage your child to think about the following questions: Does my grade 

reflect my knowledge? Am I happy with my grade? 

 
If no get them to think, what strategies can they use to successfully retain the material? At this point, many students 

incorrectly believe that their understanding of material is complete…for better or worse. You can almost see them 

thinking either ‘Oh well, I just don’t know this’ or ‘I scored well, I must know this’. We attempt to impress upon our 

students that use of other strategies will further aid to improve and solidify retention of the material. 

 

If yes, make sure they reflect on what work they put in to remember this material. If their successful score is not due   

to guessing/luck, whatever strategies they used appear to have worked.

https://www.radford.edu/content/harvey-knowledge-center/home/learning-guides/reading-tips.html
https://theeffortfuleducator.com/2017/04/03/promoting-metacognition-with-retrieval-practice-in-five-steps/
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14. Frequently Asked Questions 

 

 
 

 
 

What are the characteristics of a good study partner? 

This one comes with a warning attached, as they need to ensure that they are choosing a study partner for the right 

reasons rather than choosing someone who they believe will reduce their boredom and distract them. A good study 

partner is someone who is motivated to revise, as research has shown that if the person next to them is working hard, 

it is likely that your child will follow and increase their work ethic to match theirs. Another study also found that if 

students are able to work together, for example on a problem-solving task, they are more likely to experiment with 

different techniques in order to try and solve it as well as learn faster from positive and negative feedback. 

“How many hours of revision is enough?” Often for revision it seems that there is no set number of hours 

students should be doing and this causes clashes at home. It is about both quality and quantity. 

The key is for students to be doing this as they learn new content over the year and spending half an hour recapping 

new content each evening. 

 

A growing body of research has found that taking short breaks can play a key role in the learning process. During 

these breaks, it may be a good idea for your child to exercise, even if this only involves going for a short walk. 

Recent research demonstrated that taking a short walk for just 12 minutes can improve happiness, attentiveness 

and confidence. 

What mistakes and ineffective strategies do students often try to use? 

 
● Cramming: Many students rely on cramming in hours of revision the day before an exam in a last ditch 

attempt to try and prepare themselves. However, cramming should not be relied upon; and whilst it might 

make students feel as though they are learning more, this is an illusion. Instead, cramming can make students 

feel stressed, an emotion which is not ideal for exam preparation. 

● Re-reading: Recent research found that 84% of students re-read their notes when revising, whilst 55% claimed 

this was their number one strategy. Such results make for worrying reading, as countless studies have proved 

the ineffectiveness of re-reading, showing that when students employ this strategy they simply skim read the 

text. This means that the information is neither considered nor processed, and does not become embedded 

in the long term memory. 

● Distractions: Multi-tasking is a myth. Revising with their phone next to them doesn’t lead to better learning. 

Research has found that simply having a mobile phone out whilst revising causes a decrease in concentration 

and a reduction of 20% in performance. Similarly, revising with music on can distract them, with recent research 

showing that a quiet environment is preferable and leads to an exam performance that is 60% better than those 

who revise whilst listening to music with lyrics. 
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15 Final thoughts: Top Strategies: Things That We Know Lead to Success 

 

Revision cards / flash cards: Using flashcards to self-test helps you learn information, and also helps them to identify any 

weak spots they may have with the material. One common criticism of flashcards is that they encourage students to “just 

memorize” information, instead of really understanding it. The Learning Scientist website explains a few ways to use flashcards 

to add more variety to their understanding and learning of concepts. https://www.learningscientists.org/blog/2016/2/20-1 

Practice Questions / Past Papers: This is the best way to apply knowledge that they have memorised. It also checks 

their  understanding, and gives them feedback on what they know and don’t know. Try doing them under timed conditions 

Marking their own work using the Mark Schemes: Use mark schemes and examiners comments or reports helps them 

to assess the quality of their understanding and their answers  

Mind Maps are excellent for organising information and making links between concepts 

Tick / question mark / cross each aspect of the specification learning outcomes (found in the syllabus for each subject) - do 

they need to ask their teacher to re-teach you something? 

Explain a concept to another student or family member - this will identify areas they are unsure about. But be careful 

it might not identify areas that they have misunderstood 

Self-testing: Be honest: research suggests that students gravitate to material they find easy and have understood. They need 

tackle the hard topics first and then test t hemselvesto make sure they have understood 

Other ideas: * Hand in extra work for marking * Create your own exam questions * Compare model answers against your 

own * Use a revision wall * * Watch (reputable) teachers on YouTube * record your notes * 

 

 

16 Further reading 

www.learningscientists.org 

www.retrievalpractice.org 

Dunlosky, J; Strengthening The Student Toolbox https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/dunlosky.pdf 

Busch and Watson: Release your inner drive: Everything you need to know about how to get good at stuff  

Weinstein, Y., Sumeracki, M., & Caviglioli, O. (2018). Understanding How We Learn: A Visual Guide. Routledge.  

 
INNER DRIVE have some super blogs and material: 

How to revise smarter 

9 easy ways to get better grades 

5 ways to maximise revision time 

9 ways to manage revision stress 

The psychological benefits of mock exams Exam countdown 

A helpful overview of the different Revision Techniques by the BBC. 

AQA have put together different series of revision tips to help students revise more effectively and give teachers 

ways to help their students. 

A TES article exploring the best ways to revise. 

 
BBC radio 1 has released a series of videos aimed at helping students reduce exam stress and revise more effectively. 

 

How to triple your memory by using this trick | Ricardo Lieuw On | TEDxHaarlem 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=16&v=JsC9ZHi79jo&feature=emb_logo 

https://www.learningscientists.org/blog/2016/2/20-1
http://www.learningscientists.org/
http://www.retrievalpractice.org/
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/dunlosky.pdf
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/how-to-revise-smarter
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/the-9-easiest-ways-to-get-better-grades
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/5-ways-to-maximise-revision-time
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/5-ways-to-maximise-revision-time
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/9-ways-to-manage-revision-stress
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/9-ways-to-manage-revision-stress
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/the-psychological-benefits-of-mock-exams
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-22565912
https://www.aqa.org.uk/news/aqa-create-exam-and-revision-tips-for-the-student-room-website
https://www.tes.com/news/five-tips-cognitive-science-best-ways-revise
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/2Tc9FPRfmszxGzjDC7cLng4/defeat-your-revision-enemies
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=16&v=JsC9ZHi79jo&feature=emb_logo
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