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A True Story?

A3 Olivia and Miayla began their first year at Camden School for Girls with comparable GCSE
IEEJ results, but as the autumn term unfolded, their approaches to learning began to diverge
significantly.

In Biology, Olivia carefully sketched diagrams of cell structures and jotted down metabolic pathways during
lectures. However, she put her notes aside until the night before the next practical. Miayla developed a
routine of reviewing her notes for 15 minutes each evening. She would reflect on her understanding, identify
areas of weakness, and adjust her study plans accordingly, quizzing herself on cellular processes and
ecological concepts.

During History lessons, Olivia often found her attention drifting, her mind preoccupied with upcoming social
events. Miayla, by contrast, actively participated in discussions, drawing connections between different
historical periods and challenging her assumptions.

In English Literature, both students struggled with analysing the complex themes in Wuthering Heights and
recalling relevant quotes. Olivia would re-read chapters and underline passages, but found it difficult to
remember them during essay practice. Miayla set up a digital flashcard system, testing herself on key quotes
and critical insights during her daily bus commute. She also tracked her understanding, creating mind maps
to visualise her grasp of the novel's themes and characters.

As the spring term began, Miayla noticed her understanding deepening across subjects. She had adopted a
strategy of regular retrieval practice, dedicating short, focused daily sessions to recalling information from
various topics. She also included ‘brain dumps’ in her revision routine, setting a timer for 10 minutes and
writing down everything she could remember about topics like photosynthesis or the causes of the English
Civil War. After each brain dump, she would evaluate her performance and refine her study methods.
Meanwhile, Olivia was increasingly overwhelmed as coursework deadlines and mock exams approached. She
had fallen into a pattern of last-minute cramming, pulling all-nighters to memorise genetic inheritance
patterns or psychology theories. While she could recite information for immediate assessments, she
struggled to apply concepts to new scenarios or retain knowledge long-term. At home, Olivia often gave in to
the temptation of her mobile phone, losing hours to social media and streaming services. Miayla, however,
used technology wisely, employing productivity apps to manage her study schedule and accessing online
resources to enhance her understanding. She regularly reflected on her use of time and technology, making
adjustments to optimise her learning environment.

By the summer term, the gap in their academic results was clear. Miayla's grades had steadily improved
across her subjects, while Olivia's results varied, with some subjects showing a noticeable decline. Miayla's
self-directed approach enabled her to adapt her learning techniques throughout the year, resulting in more
effective and efficient studying.

As they received their end-of-year results, Miayla reflected on how her disciplined, consistent approach had
paid off. Olivia, faced with her disappointing marks, decided to overhaul her study habits for the crucial
second year. She recognised that A-level success required effective learning strategies, self-discipline, and
the ability to monitor and adjust one's learning process.



Summary Table of Learning Strategies

Strategy Name

Technique Summary

| A Key Advantage

Writing everything you know about a topic for

Provides diagnostic information about the
state of your knowledge and reveals both

Brain Dumps 15 minutes, then checking against notes to 9
. . factual gaps and conceptual
identify gaps. . .
misunderstandings.
A systematic method for creating summary Transforms passive summarising into active
Cornell Notes notes by dividing pages into main notes, processing and creates built-in self-testing 14
questions/keywords, and summary sections. materials.
Fevnman Explaining complex concepts in simple terms as Exposes gaps in understanding and forces
TeZhni ue if teaching someone unfamiliar with the topic, organisation of knowledge into coherent 8
q identifying gaps, and refining understanding. explanations.
Testing yourself with question-and-answer cards ..
gy . -q . . Enables targeted revision of complex
that require explanation and connection-making,
Flashcards .. . concepts and reveals whether you truly 6
vocalising responses rather than merely thinking . o
understand material or merely recognise it.
them.
A multi-stage revision technique creating Enables spaced processing of information
Folding Frenzy increasingly condensed versions of notes and provides clear visual indicators of 13
through folding and summarising. learning progress.
. . Information you generate yourself, even if
Attempting to produce answers, solutions, or o
. . . initially incorrect, creates stronger memory
Generation Effect explanations yourself before checking sources or . . 5
. . . . pathways than passively reading the same
being given the information. . .
information.
Knowledge Creating visual representations that connect Reveals connections between concepts that
Mabpin & related ideas and concepts to show relationships may not be apparent in linear text, 10
pping between topics. improving comprehension.
. . . Gives clear, immediate feedback on
. A free recall exercise where you list everything .
List It L . L knowledge gaps without the need for 9
you know about a topic within a set time limit. .
external materials.
Pomodoro Working in focused 25-minute sessions followed Maintains high levels of concentration whilst
X by short breaks to maintain concentration and preventing mental fatigue through regular 23
Technique
prevent burnout. breaks.
Read, Recite, Read material, recall main ideas from memory, Combines active retrieval practice with 12
Review then check against source to identify gaps. immediate feedback on knowledge gaps.
Continuously asking yourself 'how' and 'why' Forces deeper thinking about material,
Self-Explaining questions whilst studying to deepen helping you see connections and differences 5
comprehension. between ideas.
Deliberately bringing memories to mind to Each retrieval attempt strengthens memory
Self-Testing strengthen neural connections and improve pathways, making future recall easier and 5
long-term retention. more reliable.
Explaining concepts to someone else, which Compels you to organise information clearly
Teaching Others forces you to organise ideas clearly and reveals and exposes areas where understanding is 5
knowledge gaps. incomplete.
Using Al tools to challenge arguments, explain Acts as a tireless intellectual sparring
Using Al to complex theories from multiple perspectives, partner that can explain concepts in varied 20
Support Learning generate practice questions, and provide ways whilst identifying weaknesses in your
Socratic dialogue. reasoning.
A systematic approach to flashcard review Ensures difficult material receives more
Waterfall Method where cards are sorted into 'know it' and attention whilst reducing time spent on 7

'struggled' piles until mastery is achieved.

already-mastered content.




Some Principles of Active Learning

Students often know less than they think they do and underestimate how quickly they'll forget the material they
have learned. To learn something successfully, you must be actively involved in constructing your understanding
so that it can be stored in your long-term memory. This knowledge then needs to be regularly retrieved to help its
use become automatic. Here are some guiding principles designed to help achieve this.

Summarising

When asked a question such as ‘what have you done today?’, you’ll likely provide a summary. This

0 involves you selecting, organising and integrating the critical moments of your day. Writing key
- information in your own words can have a powerful effect on your learning. What is vital is that you
use your own words and don’t mindlessly copy your notes or revision guide.
Self-testing
N\ Research has shown that every time you recall a memory, you strengthen it. And the more challenging
5 - you make this retrieval, the greater the benefit. Self-testing enhances the recall of information,

== facilitates the transfer of knowledge, and improves the ability to make inferences between pieces of

information. Equally, there are many indirect effects, such as a greater appreciation of what you do
and don’t know, which helps you plan your next steps.

Mapping

Mapping is a brilliant way of improving your understanding. It helps you break down complex
information, memorise it, and see the connections between different ideas. Doing so consists of
AL selecting, organising and integrating the information that matters, which forces you to think. This
approach can be incorporated into the three strategies above, too.

Self-explaining

Continually ask yourself ‘How?’ and ‘Why?’ when studying a topic, and then try to answer these
¢)> questions. Doing so helps you to see connections and differences between ideas. Self-explaining can
C_} also involve you saying out loud the steps you’re taking when solving a problem. For example, a
recent analysis of 64 research studies showed that ‘it is better to ask a student to see if they can
explain something to themselves, than for a teacher or book to always explain it to them’.

Teaching

— Einstein is supposed to have said, ‘If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t know it well enough’. This

Sl 2 strategy works best when you know in advance that you will be teaching someone. You're forced to

0 O . . L . . .
MMM select and organise what’s important so that your teaching is as straightforward as possible. Having

someone to interact with and ask you questions strengthens your learning.

Generation Effect

Before checking answers or notes, try generating information yourself first. Research shows that
ﬁ @ what you produce yourself, even if initially incorrect, is remembered far better than what you
& simply read. This might involve attempting problems before seeing solutions or recalling definitions
E> before checking them.



Flashcards

Flashcards remain valuable at A-level, but their use must evolve. At this level, flashcards should test
understanding, application, and evaluation; not merely recall of isolated facts.

Making Effective Flashcards

e One concept per card, but embrace complexity
e Use your own words - don't just copy textbooks
® Include analysis and evaluation prompts

e Include topic codes (e.g., Econ 3.2.1)

o Include diagrams and visual representations

Using flashcards

e Say your answer out loud and not just in your head. You must be fully committed to your response. Even
better would be to write your answer as you would have to do in an exam.
e Use them both ways — look at the answers and say what the question is.

Taking things further: making meaning with flashcards

e Ask yourself questions about individual cards. Then, once you can remember the information on the back
associated with the prompt on the front, raise questions such as, ‘What else is this related to?’, ‘Why is this
important?’ and ‘How would | apply this information?’

e Group cards together in themes. Taking this additional step forces you to ask yourself, “‘Which cards have
something in common with others?’. This also serves as a form of chunking, helping you remember
information together rather than separately.

e Create a mind map with the cards. Explain all the connections you see between individual cards and
between groups of cards. A related strategy is to use yarn or string to connect cards.

Digital flashcards
Applications like Anki, Quizlet, and RemNote enable sophisticated spaced repetition algorithms that

automatically schedule reviews based on difficulty. These systems are particularly valuable for subjects
with large factual content (sciences, languages, dates/events in History).

However, for complex conceptual understanding, physical cards offer advantages:

e The ability to spread them out and visualise connections
e Tactile engagement aids memory

e No screen-related distractions

e Easier to group, sort, and map relationships

Consider using digital systems for factual knowledge and physical cards for complex concepts requiring
explanation and synthesis.



Flashcards — The Waterfall Method

Starting stack

Go through the entire stack

Know it

Know it

Know it

Know it

Know it

saying your answer out loud ¢

Struggled

Repeat the process

Know it (2)

Know it (2)

Know it (2)

Know it (2)

Until you end back up with...

Starting stack

Struggled

Keep repeating until you have 1 to 5 cards in your struggled pile

Know it (3) Know it (4) Struggled

Combine and work through

Know it (3) Working pile

Combine and work through

Working pile

Adapted from https://blog.prepscholar.com/flashcards



The Feynman Technique

Named after the Nobel Prize-winning physicist Richard Feynman, this method involves

\@5@/ explaining a complex concept in simple, clear language as if teaching someone unfamiliar
with the topic. The process exposes gaps in your understanding with remarkable clarity.

Choose a concept and explain it aloud or in writing as simply as possible, avoiding jargon

Identify gaps—where does your explanation become vague, circular, or reliant on undefined terms?
Return to the source materials to fill those specific gaps

Refine and simplify your explanation further

ik N

Test it by explaining the material to someone else, if possible

This technique is especially useful for A-level study because it encourages you to go beyond
memorisation and develop true understanding. If you cannot explain it clearly, you do not fully
understand it.

Critical Evaluation and Academic Argumentation

A-level assessment increasingly demands that you evaluate evidence, weigh competing interpretations,
and construct sophisticated arguments. This requires developing specific analytical skills:

e Distinguishing between description and analysis: Describing what happened or what a theory
states versus analysing why it matters, how it operates, or to what extent it is valid.

¢ Evaluating source quality: Assessing the reliability, validity, and potential bias of evidence. Not all
sources are equally credible, and strong A-level work demonstrates awareness of this.

e Constructing chains of reasoning: Building arguments where each claim is supported by evidence
and logic, anticipating counterarguments, and presenting rebuttals.

e Synthesis across sources: Integrating information from multiple texts to construct a new
understanding rather than simply reproducing individual sources.

Disciplinary Thinking

Different subjects require different modes of thinking. Understanding these disciplinary approaches will
strengthen your work:

e Sciences: Emphasis on mechanisms, causality, hypothesis testing, experimental design, and
guantitative relationships

o« Mathematics: Logical proof, pattern recognition, generalisation, and precise definition

e Humanities and Social Sciences: Multiple interpretations, context, bias, historiography, theoretical
frameworks, and evidence evaluation

e Languages: Cultural context, idiomatic expression, grammatical structures, and authentic
communication

Recognise that effective learning in each subject requires thinking like a practitioner in that discipline.

8



List It (10 minutes)

provides clear feedback on what you do and don’t know.

.,_j This is a simple free recall task that is very versatile. It can feel challenging, but this is a good thing, and it
o -
o -

Choose a topic, set a timer, and without consulting notes:

e List all key concepts, theories, or principles

e Write all definitions you can recall

e Name all researchers, thinkers, or historical figures relevant to the topic
e Describe all experimental evidence or historical events

¢ Identify all formulae, equations, or key quotations

Example (Psychology): List everything about memory: working memory, long-term memory, episodic vs semantic,
Baddeley & Hitch, phonological loop, visuospatial sketchpad, central executive, encoding specificity, retrieval
cues, interference theory, consolidation, hippocampus, amnesia, Clive Wearing...

This provides immediate diagnostic feedback on factual recall, but at A-level, you must go further.

Extended Elaboration (15-20 minutes)

After basic recall, continue writing, but now focus on:

¢ Mechanisms and processes: How does X work? What causes Y?
e Relationships: How does concept A relate to concept B?

e Applications: Where and when does this principle apply?

¢ Limitations: Under what circumstances does this theory fail?

e Comparisons: How do different approaches differ?

This extended writing forces you to move beyond memorisation to genuine understanding. Don't simply list facts;
explain them and connect them.

Brain Dumps (10-15 minutes)

Brain dumps can be incredibly effective as an extension of ‘list it" above.

Steps:

1. Choose a topic and set a timer for 15 minutes

2. Write everything you know about the topic

3. Don't stop writing - even if you repeat yourself

4. Check against notes, textbooks, and the specification with different coloured pens: Green (correct
information you included), Red (missing information you should have known) and blue (incorrect or
imprecise information)

5. Analyse patterns: What types of information do you consistently miss? Definitions? Evidence? Mechanisms?
Counterarguments?

6. Target revision specifically at identified gaps

7. Store dated attempts: When you repeat the brain dump in 2 weeks, you'll see tangible progress



Analytical Brain Dumps

For essay subjects, structure your brain dump around an argument:
Example (History): ‘To what extent was the English Revolution primarily caused by religious divisions?’
Write continuously for 20 minutes, constructing an argument with:

e Thesis statement

e Evidence for religious factors (Laudian reforms, fear of Catholicism, Puritan opposition, role of Scotland)

e Evidence for other factors (constitutional conflict, Charles I's personality, financial pressures, Long Parliament
grievances)

e Synthesis and judgement

This technique develops both your knowledge base and your ability to construct arguments under time pressure.

Knowledge Mapping

Knowledge maps are visual representations of how concepts relate to one another. At A-level, where
understanding relationships is often more important than memorising isolated facts, mapping is an invaluable
tool.

Types of Knowledge Maps

Concept Maps - Show relationships between ideas with labelled connecting lines that describe the nature of the
relationship.

Example (Biology): ‘DNA’ - codes for - ‘proteins’ = fold into - ‘specific 3D shapes’ - determine - ‘enzyme
function’

Hierarchical Maps - Organise information from general to specific, showing categories and subcategories.

Example (Literature) - ‘Gothic Literature’ branches into ‘Settings’ (isolated castles, supernatural landscapes),
‘Themes’ (transgression, the uncanny), ‘Narrative Techniques’ (unreliable narrators, embedded narratives)

Systems Diagrams: Show processes, feedback loops, and causal chains. This os particularly valuable in sciences
and economics.

Example (Economics): Rising inflation = Central bank raises interest rates - Borrowing costs increase -
Consumer spending falls - Demand decreases = Inflationary pressure reduces - (feedback loop)

Argument Maps: Visualise the structure of an argument with claims, evidence, warrants, counterarguments, and
rebuttals.

Example (Philosophy): Map Descartes' cogito argument showing premises, logical steps, potential objections, and
his responses.

10



Creating Effective Knowledge Maps

Start with a blank page (A3 paper works well)

Place the main concept in the centre or at the top

Add related concepts, working outwards or downwards

Draw connections with arrows or lines

Label the connections (causes, leads to, consists of, contrasts with, exemplified by)
Use colour to indicate different categories or types of relationships

No o hMwDdhpRE

Include examples at the periphery to ground abstract concepts
Using Knowledge Maps for Learning

Creation as active learning: The process of constructing a map forces you to select the most critical information,
organise it logically, and identify relationships—all of which promote deep processing.

Testing yourself: Once created, use maps for self-testing:
e Cover sections and try to reproduce them.
e Use the map as a prompt for a verbal explanation; talk through the entire network.

e Recreate the map from memory, then compare it to the original.

Identifying gaps: As you create your map, gaps become visible. If you cannot connect two concepts that should
be related, you've identified a gap in understanding requiring further study.

Revision: Maps provide an excellent overview for revision. A single A3 sheet can represent an entire topic,
allowing you to see the ‘big picture’ whilst maintaining access to specific details.

connected to form
Ideias I » A network

major of

consists of

helps you

A Concept Map

on what represents the connected by

Y

[ linking phrases J

[ You don’t know relationships

between defining using

Based on a concept map by
Morgan State University that
can be found at

https://bit.ly/35VLQrw

connected
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Read, Recite, Review

\., This is a research-backed study technique that can help you learn and remember information more
'." effectively than simply reading through your notes or textbook repeatedly.

How It Works
Instead of just reading through a chapter or your notes once and moving on, this method involves three distinct
steps:

1. Read - First, read through the material as you usually would, focusing on understanding the content rather
than trying to memorise everything immediately. For complex material: Read actively, annotating as you go,
pause after each section to check understanding and note questions or confusion. Annotate systematically,
using a consistent symbol system. For example:

e ?=|don't understand this

e ! =Important point/surprising information
e A = Author's argument/claim

e E =Evidence supporting a claim

e C=Counterargument or limitation

e =z =|disagree or see a problem

e - =leads to/causes/results in

e Link = Connects to other material

2. Recite — After reading, put your textbook or notes aside, write a summary of what you’ve just read without
referring back to the original material. For A-level, your recitation should include:

e Key concepts and definitions

e Mechanisms or processes

e Evidence and examples

e Relationships between ideas

e Limitations or counterarguments

3. Review — Finally, go back to your textbook or notes to check what you remembered correctly and what you
missed. Pay particular attention to the knowledge gaps and use different coloured pens to mark correct,
missing, and incorrect information.

e What did you remember correctly?
e What did you miss or misunderstand?
e Was your explanation imprecise or incomplete?

Why This Method Works

Retrieval strengthens memory: recalling information strengthens neural pathways more effectively than passive
review. You discover what you truly know: many students believe they understand material simply because they
recognise it when reading. Recitation shows whether you can actually recall that information independently,
which is required in examinations. The review phase ensures that mistakes don't become firmly established.

Practical Implementation
e After lessons: Within 24 hours, read your notes (or the relevant pages in your textbook) and then
recite/rewrite them from memory
e When reading textbooks: Read a section, close the book, recite, then review
e Spaced intervals: Repeat the recite-review process for important material at increasing intervals (1 day, 3
days, 7 days).

12



Folding Frenzy

You can complete the 'folding frenzy' learning strategy in one sitting or spread it out over time. Here's how you
would go about it, with the option of taking breaks between stages:

s

Fold

Notes Graphic Organiser Flashcard Symbols
Write a page of notes Create a graphic Write down 5/6 Use the symbols from
on a piece of blank organiser representing keywords that your original notes.
paper on a chosen the core terminology summarise the topic.
topic. Focussing on: of the notes.

1.key vocabulary
2.summarising content
3.using symbols

Allowing for small gaps in time between stages allows you to process the information more thoroughly. This
spaced approach can be particularly beneficial for retention, allowing your brain to consolidate the information
between each stage.

Using Your Folding Frenzy

Once you've created your folding frenzy, whether in one go or over a period of time, you can use it in several
ways:

o Self-testing: Use the words or symbols sides to test yourself, then unfold the paper to check your answers.
e Peer testing: Have a partner create retrieval practice questions based on your folding frenzy and vice versa.
e Knowledge regulation: Organise your folding frenzies into 'stacks' based on your level of understanding:

Picture side up: You're exam ready.
Flashcard side up: You're almost there.
Graphic organiser side up: You understand the material but have low recall.

P wnNe

Notes side up: You're just starting.

By using this multi-layered revision technique regularly, either in one sitting or spread out over time, you'll
rigorously encode and synthesise knowledge for better retrieval during exams.

13



Cornell Note Taking Method

This is the best way for taking and reviewing notes.

Write notes on the area in question using the tips below.

Create recall cues one or two days later.

After a few days, write a summary of the key points.

At any future point, cover the notes and summary and use the recall cues to test yourself.

PwwnNpE

Sub-topic:
Recall cues Notes
Questions and Tips
tasks based on the * Bullet points
notes opposite * Symbols and abbreviations

*  Write in your own words (don’t mindlessly copy)
* Make sure it makes sense to you

What to write

* Keywords and ideas

* Important dates / people / places

* Diagrams / charts

* Formulas

* Examples / case studies

 Critical analysis, e.g. strengths/weaknesses

Adapted from https://chloeburroughs.com/choose-best-note-taking-method/

Summary
Summarise the main points in the notes above. Think about:

*  Why is this info important?
*  What conclusions can | draw?

13
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Cornell Notes Checklist

Ensure your page has a clear title

Identify which topic the page relates to
Stage 1: Notes (Day 1)
Use bullet points for clear organisation

Employ symbols and abbreviations for efficiency

Write in your own words to enhance understanding

Emphasise keywords and key ideas (e.g., by underlining or highlighting)

Include any important studies with their publication years
Insert diagrams where appropriate to illustrate concepts
Provide relevant examples to support ideas

Evaluate theories, studies, and concepts as you go

Stage 2: Recall Cues (Day 3)

Create questions based on the main ideas in your notes
Formulate tasks that require application of the concepts
Ensure cues cover all key points from your notes

Make cues specific enough to test understanding

Include a mix of factual and analytical cues

Write cues that encourage critical thinking

Use cues to highlight connections between different concepts

Ensure cues are clear and concise

Stage 3: Summary (Day 5)

Synthesise the main ideas from your notes

Keep the summary concise (aim for about 2-3 sentences)
Include only the most crucial information

Use your own words to demonstrate understanding
Highlight any overarching themes or connections

Avoid introducing new information not covered in the notes
Ensure the summary provides a clear overview of the topic

Review and refine the summary to ensure accuracy and clarity

15
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ETHICAL ISSUES

What conflict creates
ethical issues in
psychology?

Why might informed
consent be
problematic in specific
research designs?

How does deception
undermine other
ethical principles?

Why is it difficult to
protect participants
from harm in
psychological
research?

Evaluate the distinction
between privacy and
confidentiality

Why might the right to
withdraw be
undermined even
when explicitly stated?

Conflict between researchers' goal to gain knowledge vs. protecting participants' rights and dignity
— Balance needed between scientific progress and human welfare — Important for maintaining
trust in psychology as a discipline

INFORMED CONSENT: Participants given comprehensive information about research before agreeing
— Must understand: nature, purpose, procedures, potential risks — Allows genuinely informed
decision about participation

Problems: Field experiments: may be impossible to gain consent; Naturalistic observations: gaining
consent could change behaviour; May compromise study validity.

Example: Milgram (1963) - participants believed it was a memory study, not an obedience
experiment.

DECEPTION: Deliberately misleading or withholding information from participants — Participants
not told true aims or actively misled.

Problems: Prevents genuinely informed consent — Can cause distress when deception is revealed —
Damages psychology's reputation — Reduces public willingness to participate in future research.

Example: Asch (1951) - confederates presented as real participants

PROTECTION FROM HARM: No physical/psychological effects greater than ordinary life — Includes:
physical injury, stress, anxiety, embarrassment, loss of self-esteem — Researchers have a duty of
care.

Problems: Some topics inherently involve psychological discomfort — Cannot always predict
individual reactions — Long-term effects not immediately apparent — Researchers may not
recognise harm until it's too late.

PRIVACY: Right to control information about oneself — Research shouldn't invade personal space
without permission — Shouldn't access private information.

CONFIDENTIALITY: Personal data protected and not shared — Participants' identities kept
anonymous in reports.

Problems: Observational research in public spaces may compromise privacy — Small-scale studies -
participants may be identifiable despite anonymisation — Legal requirements may override
confidentiality (e.g., child protection)

Example: Middlemist et al. (1976) - observations in public toilets invaded privacy

RIGHT TO WITHDRAW: Can leave study at any time without penalty — No need to provide reason —
Can withdraw data after participation — Particularly important where obligation felt.

Problems: Social pressure from researcher/situation — Participants feel they cannot withdraw
despite being told they can — Payment creates pressure to continue — Authority of experimenter
intimidating.

Example: Milgram - 'prods' like ‘the experiment requires that you continue’ undermined the right to
withdraw

Ethical issues arise from the conflict between research goals and the well-being of participants. The five main issues are:
informed consent (knowing what you're agreeing to), deception (being misled), protection from harm (physical and
psychological safety), privacy/confidentiality (respecting boundaries and protecting data), and right to withdraw (freedom to

leave).

These issues are interconnected; deception prevents informed consent, pressure undermines the right to withdraw, and so on.
Researchers must identify potential ethical issues at the planning stage to ensure a thorough and informed approach. What's
considered ethical has changed over time; studies approved in the 1960s-70s wouldn't meet today's standards.
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The Power of Feedback

Effective learning requires not just practice but informed practice, i.e. understanding what you
know, what you don't know, and where your weaknesses lie. Feedback provides this essential
diagnostic information.

Types of Feedback

e Intrinsic feedback: Information you generate yourself through self-assessment
e Extrinsic feedback: Information provided by teachers, peers, or marking schemes

Both are valuable, but A-level demands increasing reliance on intrinsic feedback—the ability to evaluate your own
work accurately.

Using Feedback from Self-Testing
When you test yourself (flashcards, practice questions, essay plans), analyse patterns of errors.

e Are errors factual (don't know information) or conceptual (misunderstand relationships)?
e Do you consistently struggle with certain types of questions?
e Are errors due to time pressure or genuine gaps in understanding?

Track progress over time

e Keep dated attempts at practice questions or essays
e Note improvements and persistent difficulties
e Adjust revision priorities accordingly

Move beyond right/wrong

e Ask: ‘How close was my answer to the model answer? What specifically was missing or incorrect?’

Using teacher feedback effectively
When you receive marked work:

o Read feedback immediately and carefully—not just the grade

o Identify specific issues: Did you lack knowledge? Misunderstand the question? Fail to evaluate? Provide
insufficient evidence?

e Ask for clarification if feedback is unclear

e Act on feedback: Rewrite weak paragraphs, create flashcards for gaps, practice similar questions

e Track recurring issues: If multiple pieces of work note ‘needs more evaluation,’ this is a clear priority

Feedback from Knowledge Maps and Brain Dumps
After completing a knowledge map or brain dump:

e Use different coloured pens to mark correct, missing, and incorrect information
e Pay particular attention to missing connections as these reveal gaps in conceptual understanding
e Note whether errors are factual or conceptual
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Focus revision on identified gaps and don't simply restudy everything. Instead, target specific weaknesses. Repeat
after intervals. Complete the same brain dump after 1 week, 2 weeks, and 1 month. Your dated attempts provide
tangible evidence of progress.

Peer Feedback
Working with peers can provide valuable feedback:

e Reciprocal teaching: Explain concepts to each other—your partner's questions reveal gaps

e Essay exchange: Read each other's essays with mark schemes—practice marking develops evaluative
judgement

e Question generation: Create practice questions for each other—this develops understanding of the
assessment

However, use peer feedback judiciously. For complex conceptual issues, teacher feedback is more reliable.

Using Mark Schemes as Feedback Tools
After completing practice questions:

e Mark your own work using the mark scheme

e Be ruthlessly honest—don't award marks generously
e |dentify exactly which points you missed

e Note which command words you misunderstood

Analyse Model Answers
Compare your answer to model answers, asking:

e What did they include that | didn't?

o How did they structure their response?

e What level of detail was required?

e How did they address the command word?

Consider maintaining a log of common errors and areas for improvement:

Date | Subject/Topic Type of Error Action Taken

. . . . Created counterargument
15/09 | History: French Revolution Evaluation lacking
flashcards
18/09 | Chemistry: Equilibrium Confused Le Chatelier applications | Worked 10 additional problems
. . Practised PEEL + paragraph
22/09 | English: Othello Quotations not analysed
structure
. . . Created ‘trigger phrase’
25/09 | French: Subjunctive Incorrect mood selection
flashcards
) o o Created checking checklist,
28/09 | Maths: Calculus Sign errors in differentiation i
slowed working
Psychology: Research . o o Created definitions with clear
01/10 Mixed up reliability and validity
methods examples
. . . . Collected detailed case study
04/10 | Geography: Case studies Insufficient specific detail
fact sheets
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Using Al to Support Learning

L

Al tools can be powerful learning companions when used thoughtfully and ethically. Here are practical

ways you can enhance your studies whilst maintaining academic integrity.

Use Al as a learning tool, not a replacement for thinking. The goal is to understand concepts yourself, not to
bypass the learning process.

While Al is helpful, don't become overly dependent on it. Practice working independently to ensure you can
perform well in exams without assistance.

Always fact-check important information, especially dates, figures, and scientific facts. Al can make
mistakes, particularly with very recent information or precise details. Always verify important information
against textbooks, peer-reviewed sources, or teacher guidance.

Core Principles: Al as an intellectual sparring partner, not a shortcut. The goal is to develop your own

understanding, not to bypass thinking. Al should challenge you, not think for you.

Effective Uses of Al

Socratic Dialogue and Challenge — Use Al to stress-test your understanding through questioning.

‘| believe that [your claim]. Challenge this position by presenting the strongest counterarguments.’

‘I've explained [concept]. Identify the weakest part of my explanation and ask me questions that reveal gaps
in my understanding.’

‘Play devil's advocate against my thesis that [position].’

‘What assumptions am | making in this argument about [topic]?’

This develops critical thinking and exposes weaknesses before examinations.

Explaining Complex Concepts from Multiple Perspectives — When struggling with difficult material.

‘Explain synaptic transmission in the nervous system for AQA A-level Psychology, first in basic terms suitable
for Year 7s, then in technical detail suitable for an A-level exam answer.’

‘I don’t understand what makes a painting ‘impressionist’ for Edexcel A-level History of Art. Can you explain,
first in historical context and then by comparing it to another art movement?’

‘Explain Hume’s fork first at a basic level, then at A-level Philosophy standard.’

‘What's the difference between Keynesian and monetarist approaches to inflation? Create a comparison
table’

If the explanation remains unclear, refine your prompt:

‘That's still too abstract; use a concrete example.’
‘Focus specifically on the part about [X].’
‘Explain this using only concepts I'd know from A-level Physics-no university-level terminology.’

Generating Practice Questions — Al excels at creating practice problems:

‘Generate five A-level OCR History 25-mark questions on France in revolution, 1774-99 using the mark
scheme's typical style and command words.’

‘Create 10 A-level Maths problems mixing quadratics, simultaneous equations, and inequalities, similar to
Edexcel Paper 1.’

‘Generate A-level Biology 6-mark questions on protein structure requiring extended explanation.’

‘Create translation passages for A-level Spanish AQA exam standard on the theme of technology.’
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Then mark your attempts using Al: ‘Here's my answer to your question. Evaluate it against the A-level Psychology
AQA mark scheme for 16-mark questions.’

Exploring Academic Debates and Interpretations — For essay subjects, Al can map out scholarly debates:

e ‘Explain the historiographical debate about the causes of the English Civil War. What do revisionist historians
argue versus Whig interpretations?’

e ‘What are the different critical approaches to interpreting The Great Gatsby: Marxist, feminist, and New
Historicist? Provide examples of arguments from each perspective.’

e ‘Compare structuralist and post-structuralist approaches to understanding language and meaning.’

Thesis Development and Argument Structure — Before writing essays, use Al to test argument viability.

e ‘I'm planning to argue that [thesis]. What are the strongest pieces of evidence | should include? What
counterarguments must | address?’

e ‘Evaluate this essay plan for an A-level History essay: [paste plan]. Is my argument coherent? What's
missing?’

e ‘Help me structure an argument about [topic]. What would a logical progression of paragraphs look like?’

Understanding Mark Schemes and Assessment Criteria

e ‘Explain what AQA A-level History mark schemes mean by 'sustained judgement' in 25-mark essays.’
e ‘What's the difference between analysis and evaluation in A-level essay marking? Give examples.’
e ‘In A-level Chemistry, what level of detail is expected for 'mechanism' questions worth 6 marks?’

Identifying Connections Across Topics

e ‘How do concepts of bonding (Topic 2) relate to organic reaction mechanisms (Topic 8) in A-level Chemistry?’

e ‘What connections exist between market failure in microeconomics and economic policy in
macroeconomics?’

e ‘How do themes of power in Macbeth relate to similar themes in The Handmaid's Tale for comparative
essay?’

Refining Al Responses
If Al's response doesn't meet your needs, refine iteratively:

Too complex:

o ‘Simplify that explanation-I need it at A-level standard, not undergraduate.’
e ‘Use an analogy or concrete example to illustrate that abstract concept.’

Too simple:

e ‘lunderstand the basics. Now explain the advanced aspects required for A-level.’
e ‘What would an A* student know about this that a C-grade student wouldn't?’

Wrong focus:

e ‘I need information specifically about [X aspect], not general overview.’
e ‘Focus on the evaluative arguments, not just descriptive information.’

Need a different format:

e ‘Present this as a comparison table rather than prose.’
e ‘Give me this information as flashcard content-question on one side, detailed answer on other.’
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Need exam context:

7

‘Frame this information in terms of how it would be tested in A-level exams.
‘What type of exam questions would require this knowledge?’

Maintaining Independence

After using Al, test yourself:

Can you explain the concept without Al's help?
Can you generate your own examples?

Can you apply the concept to novel problems?
Can you teach it to someone else?

If not, you've outsourced thinking rather than deepened understanding. Return to active learning strategies
that build your own knowledge structures.

What NOT to Use Al For

Don't:

Generate complete essay paragraphs to submit as your own

Rely on Al for precise dates, statistics, or quotations without verification

Use Al during actual coursework without checking your exam board's policies
Accept Al's interpretation of literary texts or historical events as definitive
Use Al to avoid engaging with primary sources or set texts

Let Al think through problems you should solve yourself

Remember: Exams assess your knowledge and thinking, not your ability to prompt Al. If you don't genuinely

understand the material because Al did the work, you will struggle in examinations.

Using Al to Create a Study Programme

To create a personalised revision timetable, you can provide Al with clear, structured prompts to generate a

realistic and practical study schedule. You should mention their subjects, key commitments, strengths and

weaknesses, and preferences for study times.

How to Maximise Prompt Effectiveness: specify your subjects and priorities (weaker topics or skills), provide your

daily available hours and other commitments, request specific session durations (e.g., 50 minutes with 10-minute

breaks), ask for the timetable in a week-view, daily plan, or checklist format, mention learning preferences (e.g.,

longer morning sessions, routine breaks, spaced revision).

‘Design an A-level study timetable that fits around my school lessons (Monday - Friday, 9 am — 3.30 pm),
football training on Tuesday and Thursday evenings, and gives me Saturday afternoons free.’

‘Suggest a daily study schedule for the Easter holidays, with six revision slots, regular breaks, and sessions
alternating between all my exam subjects for effective interleaving.’

‘Make a weekly revision timetable for my three A-level subjects: Biology, Chemistry, and Psychology. Include
at least two sessions per subject, time for breaks, and a mix of active revision techniques.’
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Study Environment Setup

. When studying at home, you'll need to employ various strategies to manage your learning

environment, minimise distractions, and enhance your concentration. Consider the following
approaches to optimise your focus and productivity.

Minimise Distractions
e Phone: Keep in another room or use ‘Do Not Disturb’
e Apps: Try the FOREST app - plant virtual trees that grow when you focus
e Notifications: Turn off all social media alerts

Optimise Your Space
o Dedicated area: Not your bedroom, if possible
e Good lighting: Natural light or bright desk lamp
o All materials ready: Books, pens, paper within reach

e Comfortable temperature: Not too hot or cold

The Pomodoro Technique
1. Choose a task
Set a timer for 25 minutes
Work until the timer rings
Take a 5-minute break
Repeat 4 times, then take a 20-30 minute break

vk wN

Building Study Habits

Success is the product of daily habits — not once-in-a-lifetime transformations.

Your identity emerges from your habits. Every action is a vote for the person you wish to become. Every time you
study, you are a learner. The best students have excellent learning habits.

Start Small (Atomic Habits)
e Instead of: ‘I'll study for 3 hours’
e Try: ‘I'll study for 10 minutes after dinner’

Use Habit Stacking
e Formula: ‘After [existing habit], | will [new habit]’
o Example: ‘After | brush my teeth, | will review five flashcards’

Plan When and Where
e Say: ‘| will study Maths at 4 pm in the library’
e Not: ‘I'll study Maths sometime today’

Set Goals and Rewards
e Specific goals: ‘Complete 20 flashcards’
e Small rewards: 15 minutes of free time, favourite snack

Remove Friction
e Prepare in advance: Set out materials ahead of time

e Example: 'I'll lay out my notes and pens before bed so | can start immediately after breakfast'
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‘The Only Real Mistake Is the One from Which We Learn Nothing’

Mistakes are not failures. Instead, they are diagnostic information revealing gaps in
understanding. Students who view mistakes as learning opportunities outperform those who

view them as indicators of fixed ability.

Analysing Your Mistakes
When you make errors on practice questions, essays, or tests, categorise the error:

e Factual: Didn't know the information

e Conceptual: Misunderstood relationship or principle

e Procedural: Knew what to do but made execution errors
e Strategic: Misread the question or allocated time poorly
e Command word: Described when asked to evaluate

Different error types require different responses.

e For factual errors: Create flashcards, incorporate into spaced review

e For conceptual errors: Return to explanations, create knowledge maps, use the Feynman Technique
e For procedural errors: Increase deliberate practice, slow down, and check working

e For strategic errors: Practice with mark schemes, analyse question requirements before answering
e For command word errors: Create command word flashcards, practice distinguishing between them

Common A-Level Mistakes and Solutions
Sciences:

e Confusing similar concepts (mitosis/meiosis, exo/endothermic): Create comparison tables
highlighting differences

e Calculation errors: Show all working, include units, check reasonableness of answers

e Insufficient detail in explanations: Study mark schemes to see required level of detail

Mathematics:

e Algebraic errors: Work step-by-step, check each transformation
e Misapplying formulae: Create ‘when to use’ flashcards for each formula
e Not showing working: Examiners need to see method for partial credit

Essay subjects:

e Insufficient evaluation: Practice writing counterarguments, learn evaluative phrases
e Description instead of analysis: Learn subject-specific analytical frameworks
e Poor essay structure: Practice detailed planning before writing
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Command Word Precision

Many A-level marks are lost through misunderstanding command words:

e Describe: Present characteristics, features-no explanation required

e Explain: Provide reasons, causes, mechanisms-focus on why and how

e Analyse: Break down into components, examine relationships, and show deep understanding

e Evaluate/Assess: Weigh strengths and weaknesses, reach a supported judgement

e Compare: Identify both similarities and differences

e Discuss: Explore different perspectives, evaluate each, and reach a balanced conclusion

e To what extent: Argue for a position on the spectrum (completely, partially, not at all)

e Justify: Provide evidence and reasoning to support a claim

Before answering any question, underline the command word and ensure your answer matches its

requirements.

Keeping an Error Log

Systematically track common mistakes:

Subject

Error Type Specific Mistake

Confused osmosis and active

Action

12/10 | Biology Conceptual Created comparison flashcard
transport
15/10 | History Command word | Described instead of evaluated Practised ‘evaluate’ questions
Forgot to check quadratic Added to pre-solvin
18/10 | Maths Procedural ) g. ) q ] P &
discriminant checklist
. L Created oxidation number
21/10 | Chemistry Factual Incorrectly recalled oxidation states
rules flashcards
s . . . Practised timed essay
24/10 | English Lit Strategic Spent too long on first essay question )
planning
) Misunderstood vector vs scalar Created examples list for
27/10 | Physics Conceptual .
quantities each
) ) ) ) Daily verb practice with
30/10 | Spanish Procedural Incorrect preterite conjugations .
irregulars
03/11 | Geography | Factual Mixed up NEE and HIC characteristics | Created comparison table
. Command word flashcards
06/11 | Politics Command word | Analysed when asked to assess ]
with examples
) , L , , Practised judgement
09/11 | Sociology Strategic Didn't address ‘to what extent’ fully

conclusions
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The Forgetting Curve and Spaced Practice

The Forgetting Curve reveals a rather uncomfortable truth: we forget most of what we learn incredibly
quickly. However, when we review information at carefully timed intervals, we can dramatically slow
down forgetting and move knowledge from short-term to long-term memory.

N

Learn something
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The 1-2-7... Rule
e Review new material 1 day after first learning it
e Review it again 2 days later
e Then review it 7 days after that, and so on

e This simple pattern can help cement information in your long-term memory
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Successful Learning in a Nutshell

Every student has the potential to achieve their goals when they combine effective study
@ strategies with the right mindset and utilise available support. Finding specific topics or subjects
difficult doesn't reflect your ability or potential; it simply means you're engaging with complex material
and developing new ways of thinking. What matters most is how you approach your learning journey. As
you make decisions about your learning, ask yourself this question:

‘What would an effective learner do?’
An effective learner would:

e Choose strategies that require mental effort
e Practice regularly rather than cramming

e Test themselves frequently

e Focus on their weaknesses

e Create a distraction-free environment

e Connect new information to prior knowledge
e Ask questions and seek feedback

e View mistakes as learning opportunities

There are no quick fixes in learning. Success comes from consistently using effective strategies over
time. The goal isn't perfection from the start, but rather continuous improvement and growth. Every time
you actively engage with your learning - whether through self-testing, creating knowledge maps, or
reflecting on your understanding - you're strengthening the neural pathways that make future learning
easier and more effective.

When implementing the strategies in this booklet, remember that developing practical study skills is a
learning process in its own right. You might find some techniques work better for you than others, or that
certain strategies are more suited to particular subjects. This is entirely normal and part of discovering
your own path to success.

Remember: Focus on the process, and the results will follow.

Plan,
o _ set goals ————
Ir and layout I
| strategies 1
1
\ |
1 ¥
Use these
Reflecton | _ _ _ _ _ ____ strategies and
performance monitor
performance
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Questions That Self-Regulated Learners Ask Themselves

Thinking about your thinking

Thinking about your emotions

Thinking about your environment

Planning before
learning or
performance task

What kind of a task is this?

What is my goal? How will | know | have reached it?

What do | already know about the topic?

What additional information, if any, will | need?

What strategies should | use? (actively listening, taking notes,
outlining, visually representing the material, occasionally self-
quizzing, reviewing, or writing a summary)

What strengths can | bring to the task?

What are my weaknesses, and how can | make up for them?

How interested and motivated am | to do the
task, and how can | increase my interest and
motivation if they are low?

What’s the value or relevance of what I'll be
learning?

How confident am | in my ability to learn this
material? If not very, how can |l increase my
belief in my ability to learn it, without
becoming over-confident? What similar tasks
can | recall doing well in the past?

e What is the best environment that | can
create for the task?

e Am | in a good physical place and position
to do this task?

e Is the temperature right for me? How
about the background sounds?

e Have | had enough sleep?

e Have | put potential distractions far, far
away?

e How much time and what resources will |
need? Are these resources handy?

Monitoring during
a learning or
performance task

Am | sure | know what | am doing?

Does my approach to the task make sense?

Am | making good progress toward my goal?

How focused am I? Am | getting tired? If so, how can | keep
myself focused and alert?

How well are my strategies working?

What changes in approach or strategies should | make, if any?
What material is the most important?

What material am | having trouble understanding?

How does what | am learning relate to what I already know?
How is my thinking on the topic changing?

If my interest and motivation are sagging, how
is what I’'m learning relevant to my experience
or my future?

What material is challenging what I've thought
about the subject? Am I resisting it?

Am | starting to get discouraged or give up?
Am | thinking I’'m just no good at this subject?
How can | change this negative thinking? What
similar tasks can | recall doing well in the past?

e Should | try another environment to see if
it works better?

e How about another physical position?

e How are the temperature and background
sounds working out? Am | staying away
from distractions? If not, | have to get
further away from them.

e Do | need a short break to refresh my
mind and body?

Evaluating after a
learning or
performance task

How well did I achieve my goal or master what | set out to
learn?

What can | recall and what do | need to review?

What were the most important points | learned? Can | see and
organize the interrelationships among them?

What am [ still having trouble understanding? What questions
do I have to ask my teacher?

How does what | learned relate to other things I've been
learning or have experienced?

How has my thinking on the topic changed?

Which approaches and strategies worked well? Which didn’t?
What do | need to do differently next time | take on a similar
task?

How am | reacting emotionally to my

evaluation of my learning?

o Being pleased reinforces your motivation
and other positive emotions you generated
about the material and your ability to learn
it.

o Being disappointed may lead either to you
improving your learning strategies or
defensively withdrawing your energy from
the next learning or performance task.

o This last reaction can undermine the
positive emotions needed to begin the next
learning or performance task.

e How well did | avoid distractions and
stay on task?

e If not that well, how can | avoid
distractions more effectively in the
future?

e Do | need to experiment more with
different physical factors to find the best
working environment and break schedule
for myself?
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