
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Supporting study at home:  
an evidence-based approach to  

maximising success in the exam season 



The following guidance aims to answer this question with ideas and strategies curated from 

research produced by educationalists, neuroscientists and psychologists from around the 

world. 
 

In line with the School’s mission, the guidance has been separated into: 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This evidence-based information is designed to guide you in supporting and enhancing your 

child’s revision and therefore help them to feel more confident, less anxious and ready to 

do their very best during the exam season.  
 

 

 

 

Mind 

In her book,  Powerful Teaching:  A Guide For Parents, Patrice Bain simplifies effective 

learning into three steps: 

 
• Encoding - the process of getting information into our brain 
 

• Storage - the process of retaining information in the brain 
 

• Retrieval - the process of pulling information out of the brain 
 

Encoding involves the use of books, drawings, stories, videos and any other method that 

delivers information to the brain for storage. Your child should have numerous resources 

for encoding, including subject specifications, revision guides and links to online resources, 

many of which will 

have been supp l ied 

by their teachers 

to supple-

m e n t 

l e a r n i n g m a -

t e r i a l s 

from ear- l i e r 

in the 

courses. 

 

 

Mind 
 

STRATEGIES FOR 
 EFFECTIVE 

 

BODY 
 
 

THE IMPORTANCE OF 

 

SOUL 
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https://www.johncattbookshop.com/products/a-parents-guide-to-powerful-teaching
https://medium.com/@WeAreHowDoI/what-you-need-to-know-about-the-curve-of-forgetting-dff1bb3e6d26
https://medium.com/@WeAreHowDoI/what-you-need-to-know-about-the-curve-of-forgetting-dff1bb3e6d26


 

Storage of information involves working memory and long-term memory. Working 

memory is similar to a ‘post-it note’ with limited space for information that can then   

sometimes disappear when we have finished using it; indeed, research has suggested that 

we can only hold three to five items in our working memory at any one time (this is 

known as cognitive load).  Long-term memory involves almost unlimited information that 

can be retrieved when needed. In terms of learning, students have only really learned       

information when they can access it when needed (i.e. in an exam). Your child therefore 

would benefit greatly from helping them to practise getting information out for use at the 

right time. This is known as retrieval practice (which, coincidentally, helps to strengthen 

storage of information in the brain). 
 

Retrieval practice is a powerful, research proven principle of learning; it boosts learning by 

strengthening the ability to transfer relevant information from long-term memory into 

working memory when required. ‘Cramming’ only happens in the working memory, so will 

always limit the content that can be held. When students retrieve information to mind, this 

results in durable long-term learning. Easy learning leads to easy forgetting. Rather than     

re-reading, highlighting, and re-reading again, you can help your child form long-term        

retrievable memories with the strategies below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spacing Also known as the Pomodoro Technique, doing something little and often –    

spacing – beats doing it all at once (aka ‘cramming’). Revising a single subject for eight hours 

in one day, for example, is not as effective as doing one hour of revision per subject over 

the course of eight days (when linked with interleaving - see below). This is because spacing 

helps with retrieval and long-term memory storage - studies have shown that using spacing 

instead of cramming has resulted in increased test performance. Although there is no ideal 

amount of time to leave between study sessions, it has been suggested that the gap         

between revision sessions should be between 10% and 20% of the total time you want to 

retain the information. If the exam is one month away then retrieval practice should be 

planned for around once a week, whereas if the test is in a week, create time once a day. 
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2864034/
https://www.mindtools.com/aqxwcpa/cognitive-load-theory
https://link.springer.com/epdf/10.1007/s10648-021-09595-9?sharing_token=BJGF9HIhylvkFTp44loJ1fe4RwlQNchNByi7wbcMAY68gwFdG3aL3p8m-poI08AnooDPXDRsIbGbAcSfq37HR20RLLZlZUjmOElg_wpKZL36zS0i5zcLfJ5UXBlFREIOi0tNigRAfr47nlSb4RA4e37qH_hZV4z4RSb4Ky31i40=
https://www.retrievalpractice.org/why-it-works
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pomodoro_Technique
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3WJYp98eys8
https://web.williams.edu/Psychology/Faculty/Kornell/Publications/Kornell.2009b.pdf
http://laplab.ucsd.edu/articles/Cepeda%20et%20al%202008_psychsci.pdf
http://laplab.ucsd.edu/articles/Cepeda%20et%20al%202008_psychsci.pdf
https://www.learningscientists.org/blog/2016/7/21-1
https://www.learningscientists.org/blog/2016/7/21-1
https://www.churchie.com.au/research-centre


 

Interleaving 

If we think of the brain in the same way as we think about our muscles, when we go to the 

gym we do not do a whole session on one muscle group, but we work on different muscles 

to avoid fatigue. We can apply this idea when thinking about the 'cognitive load’ we put on 

our brains when studying. Where spacing is about how long you leave between revision 

sessions, interleaving is about switching subjects between sessions. Rather than block out 

whole days dedicated to revising one subject – “On Monday I will do Biology, and on      

Tuesday I will do English” – interleaving involves mixing up subjects and doing a bit of both 

on each day. Interleaving helps students make links between different subjects and           

discriminate between different types of problems, which allows them to identify the ideal 

thought process for each. Again, studies have shown that students who interleaved subjects 

performed better in tests. 
 
 

Testing 

Low-stakes tests, quizzes or past papers are one of the most effective retrieval practice 

methods and have been shown to improve memory. The stress often associated with      

exams can impair memory, but regular and frequent low-stakes retrieval practice has been 

shown to not only improve memory, but also help combat the deleterious effects of stress. 

You can help your child by testing them with quick quizzes, assisting with the production 

and use of flashcards, and reading learning materials to your child before asking questions 

to check for understanding. Getting your child to teach you material is another effective 

strategy for enhancing learning - this so-called ‘The Protégé Effect’ encourages students to 

organise and clarify their thinking. The importance of using past papers and mark schemes, 

practice essay questions and planning responses cannot be overemphasised, especially 

when exam technique and subject-specific skills are essential to success.  
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kV64Bu6sec0
https://www.learningscientists.org/blog/2016/8/11-1
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-23428-003
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pjrqc6UMDKM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pjrqc6UMDKM
https://journals.sagepub.com/stoken/rbtfl/Z10jaVH/60XQM/full
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aah5067
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aah5067
https://www.learningscientists.org/blog/2016/2/12-1
https://www.learningscientists.org/blog/2016/2/20-1
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/the-protege-effect


 

 

body 
Getting enough sleep, enjoying some fresh air and eating regular healthy meals all seem like 

common sense; but with so many other demands on their time during the exam season, 

these may not feel like a priority to some students. However, the need to plan and enforce 

balance during this time is essential.  

 

Sleep for Success  

The National Sleep Foundation recommends Year 11 and Sixth Form students get around 9 

hours sleep a night. Research suggests there is a strong relationship between getting a    

regular night’s sleep and exam results. Common sleep mistakes include going to bed at     

different times, using phones before sleep, waiting to feel tired before going to bed and 

drinking highly caffeinated drinks late into the night. To learn more about the importance of 

sleep and tips for developing good sleep habits, check out this guide. 
 

Rise and Dine 

As well as getting a good night’s sleep, students should be sure to eat breakfast every day. 

This has been proven to improve concentration and memory throughout the morning. This 

is key for the first revision or exam session of the day. Breakfasts that have a low GI are 

ideal, as energy is released more slowly which provides a nutritious foundation for the     

entire day.  
 

Sea Air 

Although it is tempting to batten down the hatches and remain below deck to get every 

inch out of revision, students should be encouraged to get some fresh air every day.  An   

experiment which compared taking study breaks in a natural environment and urban      

setting found that students who had taken a break in natural surroundings felt more        

refreshed, and subsequently performed 20% better, on their return to their work. 

 

 

 

https://sleepfoundation.org/how-sleep-works/how-much-sleep-do-we-really-need
https://news.mit.edu/2019/better-sleep-better-grades-1001
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/9-common-sleep-mistakes
https://recharge.energy/pdf/Student_Sleep_Guide.pdf
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/the-7-psychological-benefits-of-students-eating-breakfast
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666303001314
https://www.bbcgoodfood.com/recipes/collection/low-gi-breakfast
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02225.x
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02225.x


 

 

soul 
We can sometimes be rather resistant to changing our habits, for example from             

procrastination to productivity,  so it needs to be made attractive, easy, and perhaps even 

irresistible. It has been suggested that the secret to initiating successful change could be the 

Nobel-prize winning idea, ‘nudge theory’: rather than demand immediate change, we need 

to ‘nudge’ children in the right direction. When we get into revision, seeing revision       

timetables pinned on the wall and giving a place for students to revise that isn't behind a 

closed door can help. The kitchen table or a bedroom with the door open allows passive 

supervision and supportive checking in. It's about normalising the routine, a little every day.  
 

Have high expectations AND provide support  

One of the largest studies on parental behaviours and their children’s academic             

achievement found that placing a high value on education and having high academic          

expectations had the most positive impact. In addition to the so-called Pygmalion Effect, 

this research also recommends regular communication and having clear study/leisure time 

guidelines. It is essential, however, that having high expectations goes hand-in-hand with     

appropriate support: having high expectations without appropriate support might be      

compared to driving a high-performance car with no steering wheel - it is likely to crash. 

However, having a clear route, regular breaks and plenty of encouragement can make all 

the difference.   
 

Reflect positively on setbacks 

The exam season will undoubtedly generate waves of emotion, some up and some down. 

How you react to your child’s lows may well determine how many highs they also enjoy. It 

has been found that children are very adept at identifying how their parents view failure. 

Those who see mistakes as opportunities to learn, instead of as personal judgements, are 

more likely to develop a growth mindset. Next time they experience a setback, encourage 

them to reflect, figure out what caused it and what they would do differently next time. 
 

Minimise distractions 

Multitasking is a bit of a myth. As InnerDrive states, each minute spent focusing on          

‘the wrong things’ is sixty seconds not spent on ‘the right things’. For many, this is often     

exacerbated by technology, especially their mobile phones. InnerDrive has linked excessive 

use of mobile phones to a many negative consequences that include, but are not limited to, 

reduced concentration, memory and an increase in stress, anxiety and FOMO (fear of   

missing out); they go on to recommend having a clear and frank discussion with your child 

about this evidence. Ideally, your children would manage their phones themselves. However, 

the teenage brain thinks differently to the adult brain and as a consequence finds self-

control a lot more challenging.  A range of strategies exist, from turning it on Airplane 

Mode to completely turning it off. Even better, get them to revise with their mobile phones 

on a shelf in a different room. Other distractions, such as  listening to music while revising, 

have also been shown to lead to negative outcomes. It is worth taking a look at the        

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/analysis-and-features/nudge-theory-richard-thaler-meaning-explanation-what-is-it-nobel-economics-prize-winner-2017-a7990461.html
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1747938X15000032
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/pygmalion-effect-latest-research
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/how-parents-can-help-improve-grades
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/how-parents-can-help-improve-grades
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/after-bad-exam
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0956797616639727
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0956797616639727
https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/2015/nov/15/four-questions-encourage-growth-mindset-students
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2015/jan/18/modern-world-bad-for-brain-daniel-j-levitin-organized-mind-information-overload
https://www.innerdrive.co.uk/
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/6-reasons-to-put-your-phone-away
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/6-reasons-to-put-your-phone-away
https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/2015/dec/09/teenage-brain-psychologist-guide-teachers-classroom
https://theeffortfuleducator.com/2020/01/21/the-illusion-of-multitasking-and-its-impact-on-learning/


 

SUGGESTED FURTHER 
READING 
 
Powerful Teaching:  A Guide For Parents 

 

The Learning Scientists 

 

Retrieval Practice 

 

InnerDrive 

 

10 Tips For Using Revision Guides 

 

Anki - AI Flashcards 

https://www.johncattbookshop.com/products/a-parents-guide-to-powerful-teaching
https://www.learningscientists.org/
https://www.retrievalpractice.org/
https://www.innerdrive.co.uk/resources-education/
https://www.theconfidentteacher.com/2023/03/10-tips-for-using-revision-guides/
https://apps.ankiweb.net/

