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How do we learn? 

 
 

Our brains are faced with a great deal of information all around us, in our environment.  
Only the information that we pay attention to makes its way into our working 
memory.   

Working memory has a very limited capacity – it can only hold a small amount of 
information for a short amount of time.  This is why we may repeat a phone number 
over and over again if we need to remember it but have nowhere to write it down.   

To be able to remember information in the future we need to move it to our long term 
memory.  We do this by learning it.  To make those memories stronger, and avoid 
forgetting them, it helps to practise remembering them – bringing them back from our 
long term memory into our working memory. 

Trial # Letters in set Letters Score 

1 2   

2 4   

3 6   

4 8   

5 10   

6 12   
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The first time we learn something, it can be forgotten very quickly.  Each time we 
revisit or recap a piece of information, the rate at which it gets forgotten is reduced.  
Regularly going back over information will mean that you remember more of it, for 
longer. 

 

Science shows that repetition and revision of information works best when … 

 

 

 

 

  

… you fully understand 

the information and 

can explain and 

describe it 

… you can give 

examples 

… you switch between 

topics 

… you space your 

revision out over time 



KINDNESS        CURIOSITY          DETERMINATION 

Flashcards and self-quizzing 
Effective flashcards will have: 

● A small amount of information on each card 
● Use a prompt such as a question, key term, date or quote on one side and the 

answer on the other side 

 

Making flashcards is a useful thing to do but making them is not the same as learning.  
Students need to use their flashcards for self-quizzing on a very regular basis.  Find 
times within each day when they can spend 10 minutes self-quizzing on different 
topics.  This could be on the bus, at lunchtime or by setting aside a longer period of 
time in the evening. 

Self-Quizzing 
Students can also use self-quizzing using other resources such as a revision guide, 
revision notes, knowledge organisers or mind maps. 

Use the look – cover – write – check – correct method to recap information and 
improve your accuracy each time. 
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These are examples of self-quizzing books which students have developed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If students have already made many flashcards and want to take your self-quizzing to 
the next level, why not try using the Leitner System? 
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Dual Coding 
Scientists have found that connecting pictures and words can help you remember 
information more effectively than just using one or the other. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which play has this student used dual coding to revise? 
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Mind Maps 
Creating mind maps for topics can be a useful way to organise knowledge.  There are 
some useful rules to remember when creating mind maps: 

● Organise your information into categories – each of these categories forms a 
branch of a mind map 

● Start with a large, blank piece of paper, in landscape 
● Use colour e.g. one colour for each branch of the mind map to help you 

remember information visually 
● The lines should radiate from the centre, going from thicker to thinner 
● Select the smallest amount of text possible – pick key words or phrases and 

write clearly 
● Use small images such as codes, symbols or small diagrams throughout 
● Use the colour and categories to help you organise the knowledge into 

categories, orders or themes 

 

 

Creating a mind map is only the beginning of the revision process … make sure 
students don’t spend all of their time creating mind maps without leaving enough 
time to do the learning part! 
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Muhammad Ali: Mind Map 
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Revision Timetables 
Students will not need to spend an equal amount of time on all subjects.  They need to 
think about which subjects and topics they need to prioritise. 

● Think about the time they will be revising 
o What is realistic for them to do each day? 
o What other activities or plans do they have? 
o Know when they will revise and then stick to it! 

● The plan won’t be the same for every week – make a different plan for each 
week running up to exams, including the Easter Holidays! 

● Plan the topics to revise  not just the subjects 
● Use colour coding to make the plan easier to follow 
● Include page references or revision links when planning topics 
● Remember, revision must be generative … they you should be doing something 

not just reading or highlighting 

This is an example of a revision timetable which you shows how a student has planned 
their revision across a week. 

 

 

Top tips! 

 Encourage students to include extra-curricular activities, family activities and 
downtime into their revision timetables. 

 Little and often beats “cramming” … short, regular revision sessions are   more 
effective and motivating. 

 Find a dedicated revision space where students can focus.  Remove distractions 
(including mobile devices!) 

 Maintain a self-care routine – healthy eating, staying hydrated and regular 
exercise are important for a healthy mind and body.
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Revision Timetable for the week beginning: 

 English Maths Biology Chemistry Physics     
Total 
hours 

Monday           

Tuesday           

Wednesday           

Thursday           

Friday           

Saturday           

Sunday           
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