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What do we mean by revision?

Revision is probably the wrong word! Revision could be taken to mean ‘looking again’, and the learning payoff of just looking again at lecture notes, textbooks, handouts, practical reports, tutorial exercises, and any other course material is not tremendously high. There are other words in common usage, including ‘swotting’ and ‘cramming’, neither of which sound really attractive or motivating. What we really should be doing when ‘revising’ includes:

· getting a grip on what has been learned successfully;

· finding out which parts you have not yet learned successfully, and getting a grip on these too;

· finding out what has slipped your mind, and working out ways of keeping it in your mind;

· preparing to show that you’ve got a grip on what you have learned;

· finding ways to prove that you are better at all of these things than most of your fellow students;

· practising those things that you will need to be practised at, when you have to prove that you’ve learned things well;

· getting up to speed at communicating your knowledge, in the ways that you will need to do so when being tested on it.

Therefore, revision is much more than looking again at your resource materials, and good revision, as we will see later in this chapter, is about writing and talking rather than reading. I will still refer to it as ‘revision’ however, as this remains the most commonly accepted umbrella term for all of the processes which lead towards your opportunity to prove that you deserve a good degree.

Why is revision important?

In most degree courses, examination results count more than the products of all other kinds of assessment put together. While it is often the ways that you distinguish yourself in other kinds of assessment that make you stand out to your assessors as someone who deserves a good degree, you still need to make sure that your examination performance is also distinguished. Your examination performance depends significantly on how much revision you have done. It depends even more on the quality of your revision, and that is where you may need to do some planning to make sure that the ways that you spend your time revising are the most productive uses of your time and energy. The ideas in this chapter should help you make wise decisions about how you revise, when you start, and how you measure the efficiency of your revision.

Balancing revision and coursework 

- have you started serious revision yet?

One of the problems with most courses is that the teaching sessions continue until the exams are really quite imminent. There will always be coursework which needs attention. New topics continue to be introduced. It is dangerously easy to keep on paying attention to coursework, while the exams draw nearer and nearer. This means that for many students, serious revision gets started far too late. There are several good reasons for starting systematic revision as soon as possible, and this means today for you (if you have not already started), as part of your strategy for getting your good degree. 

Task

If you have started systematic revision already - well done! If so, you don’t need to think about the task which follows. If not, rate yourself concerning the following reasons for not yet having started serious revision, indicating where you stand in each case. Tick whichever column fits you best.

	Reason for not yet having started revision
	Very like mine
	Quite like mine
	Not at all like mine

	I’ve got too much coursework still to do.
	
	
	

	I’m still getting new material.
	
	
	

	If I learn it now, I’ll just forget it all again.
	
	
	

	No-one else seems to be revising yet, why should I?
	
	
	

	I know I should start now, but I can’t face it yet.
	
	
	

	I don’t want my friends to see me as a swot!
	
	
	

	Come on, I need a life, I can’t work all the time.
	
	
	

	I’ve always been able to revise fast.
	
	
	

	I don’t know what to revise yet.
	
	
	


	Reasons or excuses?

Just about all of the ‘reasons’ in the table above actually turn out to be excuses. If you’ve ticked any of them as applying to you, please read the following comments about them, and see whether you’re guilty of finding ways to convince your own mind that you don’t have to start yet!

	I’ve got too much coursework still to do.

If this is one of your reasons for not having started revision, think carefully about the relative balance between coursework and exams in the overall assessment of your course. While coursework does indeed count, exams usually count more. While coursework gives you many chances to demonstrate that you are a candidate who deserves a good degree, exams remain the times when you really need to prove that you have earned one. If you have a substantial amount of coursework on your agenda, it is still sensible to start some systematic revision straightaway. This does not mean abandoning the coursework, but perhaps spending a little less time on it than you may have done, to make room for some revision time.



	I’m still getting new material.

Yes, you probably are. You will probably continue to get new material well towards your exams. One reason for this is that your lecturers and tutors can’t just stop work for weeks on end to allow students time go get their act together for forthcoming exams. Another reason is that lecturers often find it quite hard to get through their portions of the curriculum in the time they have available to them. They usually know so much that they rarely feel that they have shared with you all that they would like to cover. Of course, it’s not they who have to get through the curriculum; its you! Sometimes, courses are timetabled to end well before exams, so that students can spend time on revision. However, even if this time is available to you, remember that you’re aiming for a good degree You need to be able to distinguish yourself from most of the students who start their revision at the last moment. This is all the more reason for getting started on your revision well before anyone else!



	If I learn it now, I’ll just forget it all again.

Well done if this is not one of your reasons for not starting revision yet. Many students put off the moment of starting serious revision with this as an excuse. It is true to say that we do indeed forget things that we have learned. However, it is much quicker to re-learn something that you have learned once then forgotten. It is quicker still to re-learn something that you have forgotten twice. And so on. And every time you re-learn something, you become less likely to forget it. You also make deeper sense of it each time, and increase your understanding. So it turns out that the likelihood of forgetting things is all the more reason to start learning them early, leaving yourself plenty of opportunity to find out what you forget, and to do something about it. The things that are most-easily forgotten are often the trickier concepts and ideas, and these are where you need to be proving that you’re ahead of most of your fellow-students. The act of finding out that you have forgotten these important parts is a useful process in alerting you to the things on which you will need to spend most time.



	No-one else seems to be revising yet, why should I?

What a favourite excuse for not starting revision this one is! It is very tempting to put off the evil moment, until other people are starting to revise. But are they making a wise decision? Remember that you are intending to distinguish yourself from most other fellow-students. One of the best ways to make sure that your exam performance will do this is to set out right from the start to put more into your revision than most people around you.



	I know I should start now, but I can’t face it yet.

If this was one of your reasons for not having started revision yet, you already know that it is an excuse rather than a reason. Your ultimate success, especially with unseen written exams, depends more on the quality and quantity of revision that you do than on any other single factor. Revision, and especially early revision is an investment in your own success. No-one is likely to take much notice of the fact that you start revising early. Even if they do, nothing much will happen besides the possibility of some people regarding you as slightly odd, but it’s your future.



	I don’t want my friends to see me as a swot!

If this was ‘like you’, you may have to make a decision between popularity and success. If fellow-students are aware of the fact that you are ahead of them in revision, they’re quite likely to mock you, not least because of their own guilty consciences. Also, don’t forget that it can actually be very difficult to tell whether anyone else has started systematic revision. Many students exercise their time-management skills so that they make a good start on revision without it showing. They increase their chances of getting a good degree. Your friends may well have started too!



	Come on, I need a life, I can’t work all the time.
This is a sensible statement. It is not, however, a good reason for not starting revision really early. It comes back to task-management as well as time-management. Revision is one of the most important tasks on your list. It may not yet be an urgent task, but that does not diminish its importance. As a student aiming high, your best route to having a life is to be on top of your work, so that you can really enjoy all of the other things that make up your life, with an easy conscience, and without the stress of thinking that you should be working at your studies for more of the time. There’s another, less happy way at looking at this one. That is to ask yourself whether you really ‘need a life’ now, compared to the rest of your life. Working diligently now is likely to increase your chances regarding the rest of your life being of higher quality than it might otherwise be. 

Your best bet is to strike your own sensible balance between having a life now, and having a good one later. You can indeed to both. Your ability to balance work and play is one of the things of which a good degree turns out to be an indicator.



	I’ve always been able to revise fast.

You are fortunate if you have always been able to revise fast, and you may well be able to continue this habit towards getting your good degree. However, there is always danger in complacency, and complacency is not a performance indicator associated with getting a good degree. Don’t underestimate the possibility of your next spell of revision being a lot more demanding than ever before. Even if you have, in the past, found it quite easy to get to grips with large amounts of study material in a short time before exams, that may be the last occasion where you would be so fortunate. Don’t leave it to chance; this time choose to give yourself plenty of time to revise, and that means starting early.



	I don’t know what to revise yet. 

This ‘reason’ may seem quite reasonable, but like most of the others, it is just an excuse in disguise. It is certainly possible that at the moment you are not sure what to revise, but very unlikely that there is nothing that you could spend some time on revising. Even if you spend some time getting to grips with some aspects of your subject that turn out not to be particularly important, that is not a disaster in any sense. All knowledge is valuable, even if it is not directly concerned with getting marks. It is better to have learned four things, then find out that you only need two of them, than to learn nothing and have those two still to start on.


Keeping your cool during revision

It is worthwhile to remain calm and composed while revising. This is easier said than done, for three reasons:

1. if you’re a bit anxious about the prospect of forthcoming exams, each act of revision reminds you of your anxiety;

2. it is natural to find revision a somewhat slow process, and then to start becoming anxious at all the rest of the revision that is still to be done, and become concerned that it won’t all get done in time, and feel that the dates of the days of reckoning are rushing towards you;

3. when revising, you may often find out things that you’ve forgotten, and things that you discover you had not actually understood in the first place, and this gets you wondering how much else you must have forgotten, and how little you may have actually understood about anything!

Each of these three factors can add to a feeling of being stressed as you revise. Yet to revise really efficiently (and enjoyably) it is best to reduce your stress levels. Probably the best way of keeping your cool during revision is to accept any of the above factors as natural and inevitable, and to decide to confront them. 

It is natural to be a bit tense about the days of reckoning. It is therefore quite permissible to feel some of this anxiety every time you do anything which is directly concerned with your preparations for such days. It is important not to try to escape this anxiety such as by not doing any revision! You would become more anxious if you knew that you were evading the task. The best way of avoiding anxiety in revision is to keep busy and productive, so that you feel you are making real headway in your preparations for the unknown.

It is useful to find out anything which you had forgotten. This alerts you to the fact that it had slipped your grasp at least once. This usually means it is quite tricky, or quite important. It does not take nearly as long to regain something that has slipped as it took to learn it in the first place. The more often you regain some ground, the more firmly you hold on to it. It is also useful to find out things that you had not understood first time round. This is a sign that you are deepening your understanding as you revise, and that is only to be expected.

Probably the most significant cause of stress while revising is that you only feel that you are dealing with a little bit of the total picture at any given time, and the enormity of the rest of the picture keeps crowding into your mind, and distracting you from the part you are studying at the moment. This is worth fighting. You may need to remind yourself that you can only polish one tiny part of your knowledge, skills and understanding at any given moment. It is worth forgetting everything else at the time, and concentrating on making the task of the moment successful and productive. This is best done when you know that you have a strategy for getting to grips with the whole picture, and that everything else is going to be accommodated safely and securely in due course.

Which revision processes have high learning payoff?

In this section we will look at the efficiency of some of the principal processes that you can build into your revision strategy. Successful revision is not about spending every moment you’ve got in your life feverishly working on your studies. Success depends much more on how much learning payoff you derive from each activity you do during your revision. You’ve almost certainly revised in many different ways in the past, and in the next Task you can start deciding which of these ways is most effective efficient, and focused.

Task

What do you feel is the learning payoff of the following eleven different revision activities? Tick the columns according to your own experience, then read the discussion below the task to see if there are any surprises for you. Not all of the possibilities will be relevant to revising your subjects, however, so just put a line through the columns opposite any that don’t apply to you, at least for the moment (you may decide that they could apply after reading the discussion which follows this table).

	Revision processes
	Learning payoff

	
	High
	Medium
	Low

	Reading your lecture notes, handouts, books and articles over and over again.
	
	
	

	Making summaries of your source materials as you read them.
	
	
	

	Writing important things out over and over again.
	
	
	

	Practising writing out full essay-answers.
	
	
	

	Making essay-plans for essay-question possibilities.
	
	
	

	Practising writing out answers to old exam questions.
	
	
	

	Working out hundreds of short sharp questions of your own, and practising writing out answers to these.
	
	
	

	Practising speaking the answers to past questions, and to short, sharp questions that you have written for yourself.
	
	
	

	Practising thinking through how you would answer questions.
	
	
	

	Practising solving problems.
	
	
	

	Getting fellow-students to quiz you, and quizzing them.
	
	
	


	Discussion of the learning payoff associated with different revision processes

	You may well have worked out much of the agenda which follows for yourself, and may have already found the revision processes which work really well for you. Check my responses to each of the options, just in case there are one or two additional ideas that you can bring to bear on your revision, to make it efficient, effective, and more enjoyable.



	Reading your lecture notes, handouts, books and articles over and over again.

This does not usually have high learning payoff. It is also boring and wasteful of time. One of the problems is that it is easy to spend too much time reading things you already know! This is quite enjoyable, and reassuring, but in fact is rather a waste of time and energy. It is much better to use your lecture notes and other resources to concentrate on things that you don’t yet know, and to use other means for finding out exactly what you don’t yet know before turning to your sources to find the information that you need. Of course, you have to read your source materials sometime, but it is best to not just read them then, but to turn them into something that you can use more actively in your revision. Turn them into concise summaries, mind-maps, and, particularly, lists of questions which will help you to interrogate your knowledge and understanding during your revision.



	Making summaries of your source materials as you read them. 

The learning payoff of making summaries is quite high. It is a relatively slow process, but a very useful one. Making summaries helps you to make sense of what you are reading. More importantly, the summaries themselves then start to save you time. You can now use your summaries instead of your original source materials as revision aids. You can spend more time with your summaries than with the original materials, checking out as you use your summaries how much of the important detail you can remember from the original materials, and only consulting the originals when there is something important that you need to remind yourself about. Whenever you need to go back to your original sources for something important, it is usually worth adding a prompt or two to your summary, so that you are reminded of the detail of the points that you needed to look up, and of the fact that they had slipped your mind at least once. This helps you to keep tabs on those pieces of information, or ideas, that are most likely to need some attention, to keep them well polished in your mind.


	Writing important things out over and over again.

This is quite a good way of learning those things that you may need to get exactly right, for example mathematical expressions or key definitions. It is, however, too slow and boring .to use as a general strategy for revision. Writing things out over and over can seem like useful revision, mainly because it keeps you busy, and there is something tangible to see as a result. But it can easily degenerate into copying things out, and this is not a high-level task. It is possible to make transcriptions of notes, handouts, or extracts from other sources, without actually thinking about what you are writing! Overall, this is rarely one of the key revision habits of students who earn good degrees. 


	Practising writing out full essay-answers.

If your examinations will involve you in writing out essay-type answers, this is highly relevant practice, especially if you are un-used to essay-style questions. The more essays you write during your revision, the more likely you are to have done the exam questions at least once before the actual exam. You also can develop your technique and speed at the same time, and become better able to write a given essay in a given timespan. It is a technique that is well worth using for some of the time you spend revising. The problem is that the learning payoff can only be regarded as ‘medium’ rather than ‘high’. This is because of the time that it takes to write full essay-answers. It makes you feel busy when revising, but is not covering the ground as fast as some of the other options discussed below. Writing full answers involves a little bit of thinking, then a lot of routine writing.


	Making essay-plans for essay-question possibilities.

This technique has high learning payoff. In the time it would take for you to write one full essay-answer, you may be able to make essay-plans for half a dozen essays at least. This means that you do a great deal more thinking in this period of time, and also that you cover much more of your subject matter than you would have done writing a full answer. You can then cover even more of the possible essay questions that might come up in your exam. Your essay-plans are useful revision aids in their own right, as you can refer back to them, and plan how you would turn them into fully-fledged essays. It is indeed worth turning some of them into full answers, to give you some practice at getting the timing right. Meanwhile, you can paste your essay plans around your walls as an exhibition of your thinking, and make adjustments to any of the plans whenever you get a bright idea about something important that you could add to any of the essays. Remember too not to make the plans too detailed. Restrict them to important, relevant ideas, and whenever you think of a more-important idea to add, put brackets round a less-important idea that you may then miss out were you to write a full answer.


	Practising writing out answers to old exam questions.

This has quite high learning payoff. There is no doubt that it is relevant practice, as exams essentially measure your ability to write out answers to exam questions. Old exam questions are particularly useful for giving you an idea of the standard of the questions you may expect, and for helping you to check out your speed. It is well worth developing your ability to write out good answers to some old questions within the timescale that you would have had available in the exam. The disadvantage is to do with the speed. You can lull yourself into thinking you are revising well because you are slogging away at something with a visible result. You may not be covering as much ground as you could have done using some of the other techniques in this list.


	Working out hundreds of short sharp questions of your own, and practising writing out answers to these.

This has high learning payoff. The key is that they are short, sharp questions. This means that you won’t need to spend very long writing out the answers to them, as they will be short, sharp answers. Any long exam question boils down to a collection of several short ones. If you become well-practised at answering lots and lots of short questions, you become better-able to combine the answers to make up an answer to a longer exam question. Another advantage of hundreds of short, sharp questions is that you soon begin to be able to sort them out into three categories:
- ones where you always seem to be able to remember the answers;
- ones where you often have to look up the answers;
- ones in between.
The short sharp questions that you always get right can be put in a box that you only look at occasionally, to check that you can still get them right. There’s no need to spend much time on things that you always get right. The ones that you often have to look up the answers can be put in another box which you consult much more often. These are the questions you need most practice with. The in-between questions can be worth spending time with now and again, until you can safely file them with the ‘always right’ set.


	Practising speaking the answers to past questions, and to short, sharp questions that you have written for yourself.

This has really high learning payoff. What’s the difference between this and writing out the answers? Mainly because you can speak a lot faster than you can write. Why speak? Why not just think? The reason is that it is easy for us to con ourselves into believing that we know the answer to a question, but we often only find out whether this is true or not when we try to express the answer. Examiners can only measure the answers that you actually express, they can’t measure what you think, however good your thoughts are. Practising speaking the answers to questions is really good at helping you to work out what you would write in a written exam, and is much faster than practising writing. It is, of course, worth doing some practice at writing out answers, mainly to make sure that you can get your timing right in written exams, and can find out how much you can express in writing in a given time. It is particularly worth practising speaking your answers to those short, sharp questions, and dividing them into three categories as discussed in the section above about writing out answers to such questions.
Another benefit of speaking out answers is that it is excellent practice for any possible oral exam or viva that you may face. Speaking out answers as a major revision strategy has some implications for where you can revise. You would not be popular if you were to do this in a quiet part of the library, for example! You may get some strange looks from your fellow-passengers if you do this on a bus or train! You may then need to consider thinking out the answers, discussed below.



	Practising thinking through how you would answer questions.

This can be a really good revision activity, and can have very high learning payoff. You can cover an enormous amount of your syllabus in an hour at the speed of thought, which is far faster than the speed of speech, and infinitely faster than the speed of writing. The only problem with thinking is the danger of thinking that we know how to answer a question, rather than proving that we know how to answer it by expressing the answer. With a bit of practice, however, you can train yourself to think as you would speak, or indeed to think as you would write. 


	Practising solving problems.

In subjects like science, maths and engineering, this is one of the best possible things you can do in your revision. Exams in such subjects ask you to solve problems, do calculations, prove or derive equations and relationships and so on, usually against the clock. The best way to be sure to be competent at solving problems is to have solved a very large number of problems! You can practise on old exam questions. You can practise on all of the questions that you extracted from your lecture notes and tutorial exercises. Actual exam questions are very often based on problems that you have already seen or done, with perhaps some of the data or variables changed around. You can make your own problems to practise on, by doing just this: altering the structure or data of existing problems from lectures or tutorials. You can find a wealth of additional problems in most textbooks or learning resource materials. In subjects where solving problems is relevant, the skills, and particularly speed with which you can solve them are probably the main thing measured by the exams. This means that to get a good degree, you need to be better at solving problems against the clock than most of your fellow-students. In some subjects, problem-solving is much more important than writing essays, and you may need to take this into account when deciding on how you balance the different kinds of relevant practice that you build into your revision.


	Getting fellow-students to quiz you, and quizzing them.
This has excellent learning payoff for a number of reasons. Firstly, being quizzed by fellow-students puts you on the spot. You don’t know what question is coming next. This is good practise for thinking on your feet, and for tuning in rapidly to new questions - just the thing you want to be able to do in your forthcoming exams. Secondly, it’s not so easy to con yourself that you know how to answer the questions; your fellow-students may put you right when your answers aren’t good enough. Thirdly, it’s much more sociable to work with fellow-students than to be locked away in a private world of revision. Fourthly, working with fellow-students helps you to see how your revision is really going, as you can compare your standard with theirs. Fifthly, reciprocating and quizzing fellow students gives you information both about mistakes you need to make sure that you don’t make, and right-answers that you would not have thought of by yourself. Working with other students in self-help groups has been demonstrated in research by the Open University to be very beneficial for students’ learning.
However, excellent as this process is, it is important to strike an appropriate balance between this and several of the somewhat-slower, less-efficient ones described above. You do need to practise writing, and you also need to practise getting the timing right.



How to prepare a revision timetable
Have you prepared a revision timetable before? “Yes!” most students reply. Did it work for you, and did you stick to it? “No!” most students reply. The fact is that many students spend quite a lot of time preparing a revision timetable, and often set it out very neatly and in several colours, showing exactly what they intend to be revising exactly when, all the way up to the exams. Invariably, it doesn’t quite work out like that. Usually, something happens which gets them ‘behind’ in their work. Maybe something takes them just a bit longer to revise than they intended. Or something else in their lives turns up and interrupts their timetable. Then the rot sets in. They can’t catch up. They feel they have let themselves down, and that their revision is doomed. They abandon the timetable, and maybe spend quite a lot of time making a new one. They may feel that their lives are dominated by the timetable, and find all sorts of ways to escape from it. 

The problem with most timetables is that they are inflexible, boring to follow, and too ambitious. They are too rigid to cope with the unexpected. It is a good job that what sort of degree you get does not depend on how sophisticated a revision timetable appears to be. It is usually the most detailed timetables that are abandoned soonest.

After all this, it is worth making some kind of timetable. Here are some suggestions for making a timetable that will be a tool in your learning strategy, rather than a noose around your persistence in revision.

Make your timetable early

This is just another way of saying ‘start your systematic revision early’. We’ve already explored why you should do this, not least the fact that making this decision for yourself is one of the characteristics of students who end up with good degrees.

Plan to have a near-normal life!

One of the things that gives ‘revision’ a bad name is that people associate it with a hard grind, sitting in a lonely room, forcing your brain to work hard, and all involving the absence of all the normal elements of a balanced life, such as friends, hobbies, pastimes, relaxation, and just enjoying yourself or resting. If your revision regime is hostile and restrictive, you will naturally rebel against it, and want the things that make for a normal happy life. If, however, you can manage to plan your revision so that it is not much different from your normal life as a student, there won’t be anything to rebel about, and you will find that you are better-able to make realistic revision plans which work out in practice. 

Plan to so some revision on most days, but not any solid days doing just revision.

It is normally possible to do some revision on most days. Even just an hour’s worth is worthwhile. It is just not possible to plan to do a whole day of revision, however determined you are to get through everything you need to learn. Revision, as we have seen in our exploration of those revision processes with high learning payoff, is hard work when it is being done well. It is tiring. You also need time to make sense of what you are revising as you go along. It is no use filling your mind full of so many things that you just forget them all again. So revision actually happens best when it is done in relatively short instalments, and when you have time off in between. You need that time-off not just to rest, or to make your life more normal. Those ‘times off’ are not entirely time-off for your brain, as you will still be digesting and consolidating the things you have been thinking about in your spells of revision. If you have full days available, plan in at least some brief break periods to avoid overload.

Make your timetable humane and realistic.

Plan half-days and whole-days off! You can afford these if you start revising early enough. Plan these so that you can accommodate all the other pressures in your life, and not least your need to have a rest now and then. Even if you’re working quite hard at your revision, it can make a big difference if you know that tomorrow you have a day off, or at least some time to do other things that you enjoy. This helps you to work all the harder today. Also, when you’re having the time off, you can then enjoy it, because it is part of your plans, and it isn’t just that you are escaping from all of that revision which hasn’t been done yet.

Plan out your syllabus, approximately, and with ‘repeats’.

One of the advantages of making a timetable of some sort is that it helps you to plan out your revision such that each subject gets the time that it needs. You don’t end up having spent weeks revising, and then finding out that one subject just hasn’t been touched. Build in repeats of everything. How much you remember about something depends far less on how long you have spent learning it, and far more on how often you have worked with it. Aim to work with everything several times, and with the most important parts of your subject matter many times. A little, and often, is the principle. 

Plan variety into your revision content

For example, it is better to plan to look at three different subjects in any day’s revision activities than just to plough ahead with one topic. This is not least because it gets rather boring if you stick for too long with one subject. It works out better in practice to learn a little of several things in a day, than a lot of one thing. The human brain likes variety. As soon as you find yourself sliding into inefficient revision, it is best to stop what you are doing and try revising something else. As a student heading for a good degree, you aren’t going to be tempted (are you?) to stop just because something is hard. 

Plan to work in spurts, not slogs

It doesn’t take long to do some useful revision. Here are just a few examples of useful revision elements that you could do in just five minutes each.

· Make a draft essay plan for a possible title that you have thought of.

· test yourself out on twenty short, sharp questions, and decide which you already know the answers to, and which you will need to research further in your notes, handouts and resources.

· write ten questions about a topic you are going to revise tomorrow.

· write down a summary of the three most important things you remember about topic ‘x’.

· make a list of three ‘hard bits’ that you intend to have another look at in the next two days.

Plan in a variety of processes

Remember the range of revision processes that we explored earlier in this chapter? It is worth making a conscious decision to use a good variety of the productive ones. Alternate your working between thinking through answers to questions, speaking them, writing them down where this is really useful, making summaries, devising questions, and working with fellow-students. The more variety you have in the things you actually do as you revise, the faster the time will go by, and the more likely you are not to get bored or rebel against your revision plans.

Some students revise really well using large visual aids that they make for themselves (posters, charts and so on). Others like to read notes aloud onto tapes, and listen to them when travelling. Work out the processes which really suit you, and build them into your revision strategies.

Build in eating and sleeping!

These are perfectly normal human needs. If you don’t get enough sleep for weeks on end, your health deteriorates. More importantly, your brain-power also gets less efficient. Similarly with food. A reasonably balanced diet is best if you are aiming to have your body and brain in good condition for the period of time where your performance is going to count so much. It is also worth avoiding hammering your system with things that interfere with good performance. Hangovers are not very pleasant anyway, so don’t have too many of them during important revision phases of your life. There’s all the rest of the time after you’ve got your degree if you really like the processes of getting a hangover. Avoiding excesses does not mean going into retreat from all the pleasures of the world; it’s just a matter of being reasonable, and using pleasure for relaxation, rather than for escape.

What if you can’t sleep? What if you’re so worried about all of the work that is still to be covered that you lie awake fretting about it? And then you start worrying about not sleeping, and how you will be good for nothing tomorrow after a sleepless night? Insomnia, is a well-documented human condition. Equally well known is that when human beings really need sleep, they tend to go to sleep! If you’re lying awake fretting about work, it is probably best to do some work, but nothing arduous, just a little polishing of something you already know rather well. You may even find that this process is so relaxing (or boring!) that you’re asleep in no time! Alternatively, relax deliberately, read something that has nothing to do with your revision, or listen to some music, or watch some TV, and so on. Worrying about not sleeping is a really useless and destructive thing to do.

Last minute revision
The whole philosophy of this chapter is to make last minute revision unnecessary. If you’ve worked consistently and steadily at your revision for weeks or months while leading up to your exams, you should not need to spend any significant efforts right at the last minute. You should be able to rest on your laurels, and save your energy for showing that your revision has been successful by giving a good exam performance. Look at it another way. If you spend so much time on last minute revision that you are exhausted at the start of an exam, you may indeed know a lot, but just not have the energy left to read the paper well, or, particularly, to structure your answers to the questions well.

It can be quite hard to stop revising, however. You may have an over-active conscience nagging you along the lines of “The exam is tomorrow. Now is your last chance to make that difference which will get you a good degree”. Your conscience may be right, but you’ve also got to protect your energy levels. Usually, a compromise helps. Do some revision, but keep it to the following relatively-easy processes:

· do a little polishing of things you already know well, rather than reading things that you find you don’t yet know well. It does little for your morale if you find out at the last moment that there are some things that you don’t yet know. You may begin to wonder “How much else don’t I know properly”. It is better not to go into the downward spiral of morale that can then happen. Keep to the familiar territory in your final polishing.
· do a little gentle practising. Map out again in your mind (or on paper) the answers to questions that you have already addressed in your revision. Show yourself that you can gather up your thoughts efficiently and calmly, and will be able to do so again shortly in the actual exam.
· treat last-minute revision like warming up in the gym. Use it to stretch your mind, and to raise energy levels, rather than to exhaust yourself before the actual exam.
You may need to remind yourself that you have already done a great deal of revision, and that your revision has already been deliberately effective, efficient and focused. If you know that your revision has already earned you your good degree, you may find it easier to call it a day just before your exams start, and to conserve your energy for proving this to your assessors.


