
Revision – A Parents’ Guide to Studying 

All our young people want to succeed.  Many however either leave revision too late and end up 

‘cramming’ during the exam period or use revision methods which are not efficient.  By spending hours 

highlighting and re-reading notes or revision books over and over again pupils feel that they have learned 

the information.  However simply being familiar with course material is not the same as memorizing, 

understanding or applying the information.  We therefore recommend that our pupils use a combination 

of six revision techniques, documented by a group of psychologists called The Learning Scientists, and 

described below. All students can benefit from the support of family and friends.  We hope that parents 

will become actively involved in the revision process by helping their child to devise study schedules and by 

taking on the role of ‘study buddy’, talking and asking questions about the work being revised.   

 

Revision Techniques 

1. Retrieval Practice 

2. Spaced Practice 

3. Interleaving 

4. Dual Coding 

5. Elaboration 

6. Concrete examples 

 



Technique 1 - Retrieval Practice 

Once pupils have learned a topic, they need to check that they know and understand it.  Retrieval practice 

involves bringing information that has already been learned back out from memory.  This is important as 

each time we retrieve information from memory we are practicing reconstructing it in the same way as we 

need to during an exam.  Research has indicated that this not only improves the chances of retaining the 

memory but it also helps when applying the information in new situations (as often occurs in a new exam 

question).  Some retrieval methods are described below.   

Flash cards: The term to be learned is written on one side of a piece of card and the definition is written on 

the other side.  Pupils then go through the pile of flash cards giving the definition before turning the card 

over to check that they are correct.  A quick line drawing (where appropriate) beside the word can help 

with recall.  Parents can help by going through the flash cards with their child.  

 
Mind map: This is a diagram which allows the pupil to map out facts and ideas within a topic and 

summarize information.  Again a combination of words and pictures are used.  Pupils should try to draw 

out the mind map on a blank sheet of paper from memory. Parents can help by asking their child to talk 

them through the mind map (a bit like talking you through a story). 

 
 

 



 

 

 

Writing facts: The pupil writes down everything they know on a blank sheet of paper.  This can include 

diagrams and may be in the form of bullet points.  The information is then checked against revision notes 

or a revision textbook to look for facts missed.  This is a good technique to use prior to re-reading notes. 

Verbal explanation: The pupil explains everything they can remember about a topic to a study buddy.  

Again this is a good technique to use before re-reading notes.  An example would be for a pupil to read 

over a subtopic one night and then the next night explain the topic to a study buddy or to answer 

questions with another pupil and go through their answers together. 

Revision Questions: There’s  no point in knowing the facts if you cannot use them to answer questions.  

Trying as many exam-type questions as possible is absolutely key to gaining the best possible grades in the 

final exam.  Through the year teachers will provide relevant questions in homeworks and revision material.  

Several SQA past papers for each subject can be downloaded free of charge from the SQA website.  Books 

of SQA past papers and also specially written exam type practice question papers can be purchased from 

bookshops and the internet.   Teachers can also supply older SQA past paper questions on request.  Pupils 

should make sure that they check their answers with the marking scheme and should seek assistance if 

they are having difficulties by attending supported study classes or through speaking to their class teacher. 



Technique 2 - Spaced Practice  

Research shows that revisiting topics many times over the course of a session (spaced practice) is a much 

more successful revision technique than ‘cramming’ in the run up to the exams.  Spaced practice helps 

because in the period between the study sessions we tend to forget some of the information and then by 

relearning when we next encounter the information, we increase it’s ‘storage strength’ boosting the power 

of the memory.  However pupils may feel that the exams are a very long way off and so put off revision 

until the last minute.  Planning and then sticking to a revision schedule especially during the first and 

second academic terms is therefore often a hard thing to do.  One way to negotiate with your child may be 

to start by keeping a weekly diary of activities to identify where there is  space during the week for 

revision.  Once the timeslots have been identified, a study schedule can be made up.  Try to build in 

rewards – having something to look forward to makes studying easier for all of us! The earlier that spaced 

practice is started the more successful the young person will be. 

 

Spaced Practice   - Higher Human Biology Topic 2 

Sub Topic 1 Metabolic Pathways 
= 30 minutes of 

study 

Metabolic pathways can have reversible steps, irreversible steps and alternative 
routes.  Anabolic reactions build up large molecules from small molecules and 
require energy. Catabolic reactions break down large molecules into smaller 
molecules and release energy.  

       

Protein pores, pumps and enzymes are embedded in membranes.  
 

       

Metabolic pathways are controlled by the presence or absence of particular 
enzymes and the regulation of the rate of reaction of key enzymes.  
Induced fit and the role of the active site of an enzyme in affecting activation energy 
and the affinity of the substrate and products for the active site.  

       

The effects of substrate and product concentration on the direction and rate of 
enzyme reactions.  

       

Control of metabolic pathways through competitive, non-competitive and feedback 
inhibition of enzymes.  

       

 



Technique 3 - Interleaving 

Interleaving involves studying more than one subtopic or topic during a study session ie mixing it up a bit.  

This lets pupils practice more than one skill each session.  So if you were studying maths you might spend 

20 minutes working on questions that require one type of formula learned last week and then switch to 

questions on a different type of formula that you met a couple of months ago  for the next 20 minutes.  

One reason this helps with revision is that the pupil must work out and understand which strategy they 

must use to answer the question.  Many teachers are now using interleaving when they produce revision 

question sheets for classes.  

Spaced practice and interleaving go well together.  When planning a revision schedule, pupils may well 

practice  in one study session knowledge and skills learned yesterday together with knowledge and skills 

learned last month.  An example of a schedule is shown below. 

 

 

Topic to be studied  

REVISION DAY 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Maths topic 1 X   X    X  X 

Maths topic 2 X     X  X  X 

Maths topic 3  X  X     X  

Maths topic 4  X    X   X  

English topic 1 X   X   X  X  

English topic 2 X    X   X   

English topic 3   X  X  X  X  

English topic 4   X X    X   

French topic 1  X   X  X   X 

French topic 2  X    X     

French topic 3   X  X  X    

French topic 4   X   X    X 

 



Technique 4 - Dual Coding 

Dual coding is where we use a combination of words and diagrams in revision materials.  By using the two 

different formats you have two different ways of remembering information, each being processed 

differently by the brain.  An example would be flash cards for French where a quickly drawn picture of a 

shirt would have the word ‘chemise’ under it.  Or in biology, a diagram of the parts of a flower would have 

the parts labelled correctly.  Mind maps frequently have both words and pictures. 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 



Technique 5 - Elaboration 

This is thought to be one of the most powerful learning methods.  Here the pupil expands on the basic 

facts by explaining ‘how’ something happens and ‘why’ it happened.  Instead of simply trying to regurgitate 

and rewrite the facts, elaboration allows pupils to make connections between several ideas. For example, 

in biology a pupils might list the parts of animal and plant cells and then go on to describe and explain the 

similarities and differences. 

 

 

 

 

 

Technique 6 - Concrete Examples 

It can help to remember abstract ideas by identifying concrete examples particularly if they are examples 

which come from the pupil’s own life.   


