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Revision and Examination Techniques

Sandra Hargreaves, Jo Easton and Jane Davis

Developmental objectives

When preparing for examinations:

· adopt the right mindset

· make all the appropriate preparations for your examinations well in advance

· plan your revision and your exam timetables

· revise for your examinations according to your cognitive and learning style

· practise sample examination questions under timed conditions.

This chapter also looks at the day before the exam and gives you tips on sitting examinations. There is also some useful advice on how to cope during the examination period.

Adopting the right mindset

Many universities contain examinations as part of their assessment process. Types of examination include:

· Written.

· Open book (where specific texts can be taken in).

· Aural (listening comprehension).

· Oral (demonstrating your knowledge using your voice).

· Practical (such as remembering procedures in science or medical subjects, acting or dancing).

Many students with dyslexia and other specific learning differences (SpLDs) would prefer to choose courses that do not contain examinations, as they require recall and written expression under time pressure. These activities can cause students with dyslexia and other SpLDs difficulties, as they require good working memory and written expression. If, however, you have to do exams, it is not all doom and gloom. Reasons to love exams include:

· Compared to coursework you need less in-depth research and reading.

· You do not have to write out full references.

· You are allowed more leeway with minor grammatical errors, spellings and forgotten details.

· This is your chance to prove what you have learnt.

· You will feel great when you have done them to the best of your ability.

· They are over and done with quickly.

You need to prepare yourself well in advance. Leaving revision until the last moment and ‘cramming’ only increases your anxiety. Stress and anxiety can cause lack of sleep and poor recall of what you have managed to put into your long-term memory. The key for students with dyslexia and other SpLDs is to ensure that all the material you need for examinations is in your long-term memory where you can draw on it to answer the questions you will be given.

Memory

Many students with SpLDs are scared of exams because they have, or think they have, a poor memory and fear they are unable to recall anything they have revised. Guess what – we all have poor memories for the sort of things needed in exams: names, dates or numbers. This is what Joshua Foer, who went on to win the USA Memory Championship, had to say:

My memory was average, at best. Among the things I regularly forgot: where I put my car keys (and where I put my car, for that matter); the food in the oven; that it’s ‘its’ and not ‘it’s’; my girlfriend’s birthday, our anniversary, Valentine’s Day; my friends’ phone numbers; why I just opened the fridge. (Foer, 2011)

So how did he do it? By training his memory using techniques, some of which date back to the 5th century BC. The essential point of all memory techniques is to transform the kinds of memories we are not very good at, into the kinds of memories our brains were built for. Using your thinking and learning style to associate what you want to remember with places (loci in Latin, hence the term for this technique ‘Method of Loci’ or ‘memory palace’) you are intimately familiar with. These places can be actual places, such as your home or your childhood home, or conceptual places such as a journey on the train or around your garden, or based around stories you make up and clothes in your wardrobe. Some useful additional resources for memory can be found at the following websites:

· Wikihow – How to build a memory palace: www.wikihow.com/Build-a-Memory-Palace

· BBC – How to improve your memory: www.bbc.co.uk/sn/tvradio/programmes/memory/programme.shtml

· MindTools Memory Techniques: www.mindtools.com/memory.html

Reasonable adjustments

Students with dyslexia and other SpLDs are entitled to individual reasonable adjustments (see Introduction) for their examinations to help them overcome their particular difficulties. Reasonable adjustments for examinations include:

· Extra time for examinations (the amount of time, however, may vary between students).

· The use of a computer for word processing.

· Assistive technology such as text-to-speech or voice recognition.

· Amanuenses (scribes) or readers.

· Examination papers in different colours or printed in larger font.

· Stickers or memos to put on your papers to alert the markers to your dyslexia (remember to take them with you to the exam).

Whatever your needs, they should appear in your diagnostic assessment and must be agreed with student services in the institution you attend. You must not assume that just because you have notified the university or college of your dyslexia or other SpLD that the arrangements will be made. It is important to remember that most have strict cut-off dates for notifying the examinations officer of the reasonable adjustments to which you are entitled. Every institution will have slightly different arrangements. It is your responsibility to check with student services anything you need to complete to ensure that the arrangements are in place for you well before every examination period.

Planning your revision and your exam timetables

Once all of the reasonable adjustments are in place you can begin on the real business of examination revision. The first step is to write a list of what you need to revise. The list of assignments that you prepared at the beginning of the term (see Chapter 1, Colour-coded assignment list) can be modified for this purpose. Use the template on the Digital-Download to create your revision list.

GO to Revision List Template

Once you know the extent of your revision, you can draw up an exam and revision timetable (see Chapter 1, Diaries and calendars). Exam and revision timetable templates are available on the Digital-Download.

GO to Exam Timetable Template; Revision Timetable templates

Exam timetable

It is useful to complete your exam timetable first so that you have all the correct information and dates to plan your revision timetable. Double check, when compiling your examination timetable, that you:

· Note the correct date for each examination.

· Check the time of each examination.

· Know where you are to sit each exam. Many students have destroyed all their preparation in a few moments by going to the wrong examination room, or even the wrong building. During examination periods every available room is often in use, and students frequently have to sit examinations in rooms where they have never been before. It is imperative to go and find the room in which you will be doing the examination well before you have to sit for the paper.

Check with your friends to see that they have the same information. Being in the wrong place or at the wrong time is a costly error, as you will then have to resit the examination.

Revision timetable

Make sure when you compile your revision timetable that it reflects the requirements of the examination timetable. Be careful that you do not fall into obvious traps such as spending all your time on revising for the first examination and fail to leave time for subsequent examinations.

With your revision timetable, put down realistic time slots for revision and vary your topics across each day. A lot has been written on the subject of attention span but remember that 30–40 minutes of uninterrupted attention on revision is about as much as the mind can absorb. You should then have a break. Either at the end of the revision session or before starting another session, recall what you have learnt in the previous session. Remember at the start of your revision timetable to build in time to look at course module outlines, re-read key texts and lecture notes and begin to make revision notes (see Chapters 3 and 4).

Be good to yourself

It is important that you allocate time for relaxation, exercise and plenty of sleep in both the exam and revision timetables.

· Drink plenty of water for optimum brain vitality.

· Eat healthily and at regular intervals. Keep a regular, relaxed routine. Consume caffeine in moderation (if you have to at all!).

· Build in exercise and movement; it may help you sleep well at night.

· Perhaps revise with like-minded friends. Avoid the ones that make you nervous or undermine your confidence.

· Use a relaxation technique that you use every day when you are working well. There are a variety of relaxation techniques, which can be used, including yoga, mindfulness breathing techniques (see Chapter 1) or Brain Gym® (Paul Dennison – see Dennison and Dennison, 1986).

· Work on staying positive (see Chapter 1).

· Reward yourself for sticking to your revision schedule, so that you are in peak performance for the big day.

· The final preparations, and those which should ensure that you will be successful, are knowing the location of the room and going in to take the examination well rested, well fed, calm and confident.

Revising according to your thinking and learning style

Much of what was covered in Chapter 2 applies to examination revision. You might like to go back and review that chapter before proceeding with your revision. Look at the different learning strategies to see which revision techniques you wish to use. If you have a (w)holistic learning style, you may wish to prepare an overview of a whole topic before revising sections of it. This can be done using a Mind MapTM. If you are more analytical, you may wish to learn individual sections and build towards the ‘big picture’ of the topic you are covering. Exploring emotional responses to ideas, data and processes and relating them to personal experience can also be an effective revision tool (see Chapter 2).

It is generally acknowledged that using a multi-sensory approach, selecting revision strategies, which involve a number of senses, is beneficial for retaining information (see Chapter 2). Below are a variety of revision strategies to help you develop a multi-sensory approach that reflects your thinking and learning style.

Visual revision techniques

· Create learning posters to display around the room using bright colours, diagrams, drawings and a large font to make the layout clear and eye-catching (see Stefan’s case study below).

· Draw a Mind MapTM for each topic you are revising – use software such as Inspiration® or XMind (free).

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Mind MapTM’

· Create summary tables to compare and evaluate your study materials such as theories, and themes.

· Use visual tools in Microsoft Word such as shape drawing and flow charts to create organisation charts: http://bit.ly/MicrosoftWordOrganisationChart.

· Microsoft Word has an outline view that may be useful when you need to quickly scan through documents, to revise headings and subheadings: http://bit.ly/MicrosoftWordOutline.

· Use rooms in your house for different subjects or topics. When you are trying to recall the information elsewhere, visualise yourself in the room to trigger your memory.

· Use visual memory aids, often called image mnemonics, to form mental images and associations. The more personalised, humorous and interactive the association, the more memorable the information will be. These images can be mental or sketched.

· This example of visual mnemonics for learning pharmacology may give you some ideas to try for yourself: http://bit.ly/YouTubePhunnyPharmAnatomy.

· Use visual memory pegs to learn lists of items, dates or terminology. You need to first memorise your ‘pegs’ and attach the information you want to remember to those pegs. Examples of pegs could be objects in a real or imagined room, consecutive numbers from 1 to 10, or even animals associated with the alphabet. Use these links to access useful visual pegs resources to explore creating your own: http://www.memory-improvement-tips.com/remembering-lists.html; http://bit.ly/SkillsToolboxVisualPegSystem. For this technique to be most effective it needs to be made personal and requires routine and frequent recall.

· Create revision flashcards using index cards, or tablet/smartphone Apps such as Quizlet, StudyBlue, or Cram. Points for each topic written in bullets or a question should be written on one side and points for the answer on the other. Colour code different flash cards for each subject or topic. Include drawings and diagrams, and limit key words and information in order to allow for mental imagery.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Revision’ for flashcard Apps

Auditory revision techniques

· Use auditory mnemonics to recall information, such as factual terms and material or even how to spell a word. These include acronyms, catchy phrases, rhyme, rhythm, melody and song as well as the rhyming peg system (see below).

· Create acronyms to synthesise a set of data, a list of terms or a set of topics into one word (does not need to be a real word) so that when you recall it in the examination you can remember all the information attached to it.

· Try using the rhyming peg system (also known as the Auditory Memory Peg System and mentioned in Tony Buzan, see below) to learn lists of items, dates or terminology. This technique uses rhyme in combination with visual association. The system uses a picture that rhymes with a number word from one to ten, for example; one/drum, two/shoe, three/knee, four/door, five/hive, six/sticks, seven/heaven, eight/gate, nine/wine and ten/hen. The image for the number is the peg that never changes and the peg-words serve as rhyming retrieval cues, see: http://www.memory-improvement-tips.com/remembering-lists.html.

· Try using the auditory rhyming peg system to remember a list of 10 definitions or items in your subject area.

· This could be remembered as a story using the different pegs using characterisation and action.

· As with the visual pegs it is important to know these auditory pegs well, and to be able to recall them immediately (for further information on this technique with excellent illustrations, see Use Your Head by Tony Buzan, 2010).

· Read your revision flashcards aloud or ask a friend or family member to ask you questions so that you can explain the information you are trying to understand.

· Use verbal rehearsal and repetition to recite information in order to reinforce what you have heard.

· Record summaries of your notes and the points you are revising on a Dictaphone or smartphone/tablet recording App and listen to them ‘on the go’. Play them back when you are doing something else such as housework or travelling on the train. Listen to them regularly.

· Form a study group or work with a study-buddy. Talk your way through concepts and technical information, questioning, discussing, actively listening, and presenting highlights and summaries. Teach someone else about the topic or process. You will need to know it well to be able to do this.

· Try games and quizzes, such as ‘Just a minute!’ Talk on a topic as best you can for one minute (without repeating, hesitating or deviation). You can try this on your own or in a group.

· Listen to music – some studies recognise that listening to classical music can enhance recall.

Kinaesthetic revision techniques

· Make your revision material as interactive and multi-sensory as possible. This may involve adapting some of the visual and auditory strategies.

· Use index/flash cards, make learning posters, PowerPoints, draw diagrams and use colouring books.
· Use interactive websites and touchscreen media including smartphone/tablet Apps to test yourself such as flashcards (see above).

· You may find it helpful to write out your notes a few times, condensing them down to just a few key words or summaries that will trigger your memory of the subject. You could use highlighter pens to colour code different topics, or draw pictures related to the different topics.

· Compile your own personalised dictionary of key words and their meanings. This can be handwritten and even use calligraphy.

· Make audio recordings of your study notes and listen to them while at the gym or travelling.

· Join or form a study group. Give presentations on topics, teach someone else about a topic or process. Teaching someone else can be a way of ensuring your grasp of the subject.

· Use action to revise, for example throw a ball or juggle, whilst reciting facts. Doodling and using tactile objects can aid concentration when revising.

· If your assessment includes a presentation, practise your presentation in front of someone you know, in the mirror or on video (see Chapter 12).

· If your assessment includes a practical component, use role-play as an effective way of putting your knowledge into practice, before the practical examination (see Chapter 12). ‘Act out’, show feeling and voice fluctuations as you read or speak aloud, using gestures.

· Use your physical environment including objects by moving around or standing as you read aloud or study, as you may think best when on your feet.

· Revise material by making models. Remember these can use DIY and recycled materials.

· Experiment with the body-pegs technique: www.brainboxx.co.uk/a3_aspects/pages/bodypegs.htm. This technique is similar to the visual or auditory peg techniques and in this instance associates information with actions and body parts.

· Use parts of your hand as memory pegs. For example, when preparing for a presentation without reference to cue cards or visual aids, draw around your hand, or hands, on a piece of paper. On the paper hand(s), write down a concept on each finger, and also draw an image that reminds you of the concept on the tip of each finger. You can also use the middle of the hand (see Figure 11.1). As you rehearse your presentation, pinch each finger in turn, as a reminder of what was on the paper. In addition, point into the middle of your hand for the concept written in the middle of the paper hand(s).

Figure 11.1 Using hands as memory pegs

Look at the following case studies. The first is a comment by a multi-sensory learner, Stefan, who uses visual techniques in the production of posters and flashcards, combined with the auditory techniques of rehearsing the contents of the cards aloud in front of the mirror or to family members. Kinaesthetic methods are also used in rewriting and condensing notes.

Stefan’s case study – using multi-sensory techniques

When I revise, I find a combination of two approaches is the most effective. In the longer-term lead up to an exam (three or so weeks), I try to write all those important details which are hard to remember (such as lists, quotes, timelines and diagrams) onto posters. I usually just use A4 plain paper, and I make them in lots of eye-catching colours on the computer. With one wall of my bedroom dedicated to each subject (at A2, this means that you get one free wall!), it is a really non-stressed way to revise, since every time I am in my room I’m just able to ‘soak it up’ without much effort on my part. I can revise by staring at my wall.

The other way I revise is to make notes on flashcards. Each subject has its own colour of card (blue for History, yellow for Music, pink for RE) and I try to use a few different font colours for points, quotes and headings. When I have created a set of notes, I review them again, but this time trying to condense them. Going through this seemingly endless ‘condensation’ process is what gets it drilled into my mind. The other bonus is that I can always carry them around in my pocket or on my smartphone and have a look at them whenever I’m waiting for a train, or any other time I get a spare moment. It’s good to see everything you have to know down on a few flashcards, rather than on millions of scrappy sheets in a folder.

A second case study, on the Digital-Download, offers a comment by a visual and auditory learner. Note how Doris uses visual methods to create a Mind MapTM but auditory methods in the form of mnemonics to recall it.

GO to the Digital-Download for an additional Case Study – Exam Mind MapTM Created by Doris

Practising sample examination questions under timed conditions

Exam preparation is one of the most important steps in giving you confidence to actually do the exam. It is crucial to obtain a bank of sample questions or past examination papers during the revision period. When you feel that you have revised your work as well as you can, select questions from the bank or from previous papers to answer. Just as actors prepare for their performances, the following ideas may be helpful in preparing for the exam:

· Practise questions under the same conditions (exact times) as those you will face in the exam.

· Familiarise yourself with the writing forms used in the examinations, i.e. multiple choice, short answers, essays and case studies etc.

· Practise using appropriate writing templates to structure your writing. This can also include oral practices, for example for foreign language exams.

· Break down and unpack the question, highlighting or underlining key words (see Chapter 6).

· If you like to work visually use flow charts or Mind MapsTM to revise for essay planning.

· If you prefer a linear way of working, create an outline view using headings and subheadings to support your grouping and sequencing of ideas and key topics.

· Practise introductions and conclusions.

· Learn spellings of specialist words you are expected to know (see Chapter 9).

When looking at previous exam papers look carefully at the rubric (instructions to the candidate) printed on the front of the paper and under the section headings. Many students have left examinations only to find out later that they did not do a compulsory question. The rubric tells you how many questions you have to answer in each section, and how long you have to do the paper. If, for example, you are doing a 3-hour paper and have a 25% extension, you will have 225 minutes. So, for example, if you have to answer four equal value questions, your time could be spent as follows:

· 10–15 minutes to select your questions (15 mins)

· For each question:

· 5 minutes planning (20 mins)

· 40 minutes writing (160 mins)

· 7 minutes proofreading (30 mins)

However, if one question is worth 50% of the marks, give it half the time, and split the remainder among the other questions.

All papers require a different distribution of time. If you look at previous papers and practise questions in the time allocated, you will have rehearsed for the examination.

When you have chosen the questions you have decided to practise you should go through the stages of essay planning, which have been outlined in Chapter 6. By now you should be able to do this automatically (type of question, type of answer, key words, general issues, theme, plan and essay). If possible, get somebody to read your practice essays and give you feedback. If this is not possible, at least you know that you have managed to complete the required essays in the time available for the examination.

The day before the exam

· Set your alarm to get up at the same time as you want to be up tomorrow.

· Don’t look at new material.

· Have a general run through of flashcards/Mind MapsTM.

· Do some light exercise.

· Drink water and eat healthy food.

· Go to bed at a reasonable time. Don’t stay up late studying the night before the examination and skip breakfast or lunch just before the exam to do last-minute revision. This form of cramming is dangerous in two ways:

· first, you will not remember work you have crammed just before the exam, as it will not have gone into your long-term memory

· secondly, last-minute cramming causes anxiety, and that is not the best mindset in which to take the examination.

· Pack materials for the next day:

· several pens and pencils, ruler, eraser, etc.

· a trustworthy watch

· if you are using a calculator, take spare batteries

· a bottle of water and banana, sweets, glucose tablets

· a jumper in case you get cold sitting still for so long.

Sitting the exam

After all this excellent revision and preparation you should have little to worry about.

The final preparations, and those that should ensure you will be successful, are to be well rested, well fed, calm and confident.

Be rested

Fatigue is a danger in examinations, as you will not be working at your greatest potential and recent research has shown that lack of sleep can affect general intelligence.

Recent newspaper articles suggest that people trying to memorise facts and sitting exams should take brief naps as part of their preparation. If you have to sit more than one exam in a day try to have a short ‘power nap’ between them. Even a few minutes’ sleep can help to recharge your batteries.

Be well fed

Failing to eat before exams can cause you to have low blood sugar levels and this may make you feel weak and drowsy. Eat a nutritious meal at least an hour before you take the exam so that your body is at its peak, and can support you to perform at your best. If you are taking a long examination, you may wish to take some dried fruit such as apricots or figs to eat or some still water to drink. Make sure you check that this is allowed under the examination rules at your institution. If bottles of water are not allowed and the weather is very hot, glasses of water should be made available on request.

Be calm and confident

You should aim to walk into the exam room feeling calm, confident and alert. If you are feeling anxious, try some mindfulness (see Chapter 1) or Brain Gym® (Dennison and Dennison, 1986) exercises. If it is a nice day, get off the bus two stops early and walk to college.

During the exam

Regardless of what happens, always remain calm and don’t become distracted or upset by external problems of any kind. Concentrate on the task.

· Read the rubric (general instructions) carefully.

· Read the whole paper and decide on your choice of questions. Read each question twice. Interpret the questions.

· Consider all key words. Highlight or underline them if you wish.

· Allocate your time according to the number of questions to be answered and the mark value ascribed to each question. Allow time to proofread your answer to each question. Use this time to check spellings, cross out notes or drafts and to check that you have numbered the answer correctly.

· Always answer your best questions first or second in your time allocations to maximise your results.

· Plan your answers and use your time.

· Keep writing.

Strategies to try if your mind goes blank

· Try a relaxation exercise, practise mindfulness (see Chapter 1) by focusing on your breath, visualising or thinking of something calming or pleasant.

· Try writing out the question and ask yourself questions about it. Start simple (Who? What? Why? When? Where? and How?). Now try some more difficult questions.

· Brainstorm a Mind MapTM or write key words.

· If you can’t remember something when writing, leave a blank in case it comes to you later.

· If all this fails, go to the lavatories and splash water on your face and then go back in and try again.

· Don’t leave early. Sit there and get through it.

The Open University provides some additional useful information and resources for revising and examinations: www2.open.ac.uk/students/skillsforstudy/revising-and-examinations.php.

Points to remember

In preparing for examinations:

· adopt the right mindset

· explore reasonable adjustments – student services and examinations officer

· plan your revision and compile timetables both for the examination and revision period

· revise using the most appropriate methods for your thinking and learning style

· practise sample examination questions using the methods used in Chapter 6 if essays are required

· check that you know the date, time and room of the exam

· read the whole paper carefully

· allocate your time

· use your time wisely.

Please go to the Digital-Download accompanying this book to find the following documents:

Case Study – Exam Mind MapTM created by Doris
Word Document

Exam Timetable Template
Word Document

Revision List Template
Word Document

Revision Timetable Template 1
Word Document

Revision Timetable Template 2
Word Document

Chapter web links 

	Diversity and Ability – Assistive technology resources
	www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ Search for:

· Revision (for flashcards)

· Mind MapTM 

	Memory

Wikihow – How to build a memory palace

MindTools Memory Techniques

BBC – How to improve your memory
	www.wikihow.com/Build-a-Memory-Palace

www.mindtools.com/memory.html

www.bbc.co.uk/sn/tvradio/programmes/memory/programme.shtml

	Revision

The Open University revising and examinations information and resources

Microsoft Word – Microsoft Word Organisational Chart

Microsoft Word – Outline View

Phunny Pharm Visual Mnemonics example

SkillsToolbox Visual Pegs

Visual and Auditory Pegs

Brainboxx Body Pegs 
	www2.open.ac.uk/students/skillsforstudy/revising-and-examinations.php
http://bit.ly/MicrosoftWordOrganisationChart

http://bit.ly/MicrosoftWordOutline

http://bit.ly/YouTubePhunnyPharmAnatomy

http://bit.ly/SkillsToolboxVisualPegSystem

http://www.memory-improvement-tips.com/remembering-lists.html

www.brainboxx.co.uk/a3_aspects/pages/bodypegs.htm


