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Key Stage 3 Study Skills: Introduction

At Beaumont we pride ourselves on our excellent teaching, but students will benefit most from this if they also 

develop strong independent study skills. Learning how to learn is challenging, so we aim to support students to 

develop skills appropriate to the stage of their education.

Effective study skills fit into three broad areas: organising, retrieving and practising using information and skills. 

The more we recall, use and think about something we are learning, the more likely it is that it will be 

remembered for the long-term. A fundamental strategy is retrieval - recalling and using knowledge from 

memory. Developing good habits of retrieval practice at Key Stage 3 will support learning when students need 

to become more independent further up the school.

This guide provides an introduction to how learning happens, along with some examples of strategies to develop 

habits of retrieval practice. We hope it will be helpful to you in supporting your child with their studies at home.

practiseretrieveorganise
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How does your brain learn?

1. Learning means storing information and skills in long-term memory
Your brain works like a store cupboard - you need to be able to get information in and out so that you 

can make use of it. Practising recall helps you to get better at this.

2. Organise what you need to learn
Before you can learn or check you have learned something you need to know what you need to know. 

Summarising important knowledge can be a really helpful starting point.

3. Retrieval practice is key
Instead of just reading through your notes or revision guide, you should test yourself and practise 

bringing information up from your memory. This builds stronger memory pathways in your brain.

4. Spaced revision beats cramming
Studying a topic over several sessions spaced out over time is much more effective than doing it all at 

once. Revisit a topic several times before an exam for powerful revision.

5. Practise using what you know
Explaining a topic to another person (or yourself) forces you to organise and practise recalling the 

information. Answering practice questions is also a great way to strengthen memory.

The three stages of study

✓ At KS3 you should focus on 
retrieval, this helps ensure that 
you will be able to remember 
things in the future, not just for 
a test this term or this year.

✓ The following pages give some 
ideas of what retrieval practice 
might look like. The key thing is 
to recall things from your 
memory.

Top Revision Tips

✓ Space your learning out

✓ The more times you revisit, the better

Spaced Practice

Your memory gets stronger with 
each spaced review

✓ Flashcards
✓ Quizzes

✓ Mindmaps
✓ Past papers
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The Simple Model of Memory

Myths about learning

It’s important to understand how you learn because there are lots of unhelpful ideas in existence which might 

lead to you spending time doing less effective things. Knowing about these can help you to study in the best way 

possible. Some of the most common myths about learning are:

1. A good revision method is to re-read and highlight the information you need to learn
Studies show that students who use this method of revision do not remember as much information as those who 

revise using retrieval practice. This is probably because retrieval practice means they have to think harder about the 

content, so they benefit from desirable difficulties.

2. We learn things more effectively when we work in our favourite learning style (e.g. seeing, 
listening or doing)
It is true that people have preferences about their style of learning, but it makes no difference to how much they 

learn. It is much more sensible to base the style on what you are learning. Some things can be learned best by seeing 

(e.g. watching a painting technique in Art), some by listening (e.g. hearing an explanation in History) and some by 

doing (e.g. practice questions in Maths)

3. A good revision method is to make summary notes of all the topics you have learned
This is another commonly used revision method which is not strongly supported by research. It can be a really helpful 

first step to make sure you know what you need to learn but it is not enough. Studies show that students who use 

retrieval practice are more likely to remember the information than those who make summary notes.

Remember that using good study strategies can help you to learn more. 
Spending time studying is worth it - it makes you cleverer, but only if you 

study in the right ways.

Information which we don’t recall regularly gets forgotten. 

Regularly reviewing learning helps to prevent forgetting 
and strengthen memory.

We learn things 
which we pay 
attention to in our 
environment - 
reading, watching, 
listening.

1.

Things which distract us 
from paying attention 
prevent us from learning so 
well.

What things distract you? What 
could you do to reduce these 
distractions when studying?

2.
Working memory is what you are 
using when you think about 
something or bring knowledge to 
mind to help you solve a problem or 
answer a question.

3.

Long-term memory 
is the store of all 
the things you have 
learned which you 
can recall to mind. 
The better you 
have learned it the 
easier it is to recall 
and use.
You can think of it 
as the mindmap of 
knowledge within 
your mind.

4.

Practising using 
what you have 
learned forces you 
to remember it or 
retrieve it from 
long-term memory. 
This makes the memory 
stronger and easier to 
remember the next time.

5.

6.
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Study Strategies for retrieval

Retrieve  the information you need to know from your memory. Some ways you can do this are:

Flashcards (more detail on page 7)

Every time you bring a memory to mind, you strengthen it. Using flashcards is a great way 

to do this. Start by making simple ‘question and answer’ flashcards with a question on 

one side and the answer on the other. Make sure you write questions and answers for all 

the important information in the topic.

You can then use your flashcards to test yourself, putting the cards into two piles - the 

ones you know and the ones you couldn’t remember: test yourself on these ones more 

frequently. 

You might also want to get a friend or someone at home to test you.

Brain Dump (more detail on page 8)

All you need for this retrieval strategy is a pen and a piece of paper. Choose a topic and 

write down everything you know about it from memory. It’s good to try and organise the 

ideas you’re writing down, but the most important thing is to recall as much information 

as possible. You can then use your notes to check what you have remembered and add 

anything you forgot. It might be helpful to make flashcards of the information you didn’t 

remember so that you can test yourself on this later.

Concrete Examples (more detail on page 9)

It is important to learn the general ideas, concepts and definitions in a topic, but you will 

find it really helpful to have lots of concrete examples to show what they really mean. 

Select a concept or definition and see if you can come up with some concrete examples 

which represent it. What do all the examples you have selected have in common? If you 

can answer this, it will help you to understand the concept better.

For example, ‘algorithm’ is an abstract concept. 

Definition: A set of rules or steps that leads to the solution of a problem or task.

Concrete examples: A recipe to make a cake, instructions about how to use the 

photocopier, the steps you use to solve a mathematical problem.

practiseretrieveorganise
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The Leitner System

Electronic flashcard apps might do this for you, but you can use the Leitner System to help you to review the flashcards 

you’re less confident with more frequently.

1. Test yourself on a flashcard

2. If you know the answer, put it in one pile. If not, put it in another.

3. Test yourself again on the cards you didn’t know.

4. Again, put them into two piles.

You should test yourself on cards in Pile 1 every two weeks.

You should test yourself on cards in Pile 2 every week.

You should test yourself on cards in Pile 3 twice a week.

When you get a card from pile 2 or 3 correct, you can move it into the next pile up. Or if you get a card in pile 1 wrong, you 

can move it into pile 2 to test more often.

Study Strategies - how to use them

Flashcards

Making flashcards

Using ready-made flashcards to revise will certainly help you to remember more, but the most effective strategy is to make 

them yourself because this makes you think. You can make physical flashcards or electronic ones.

How to make your flashcards effective

● Write a single question on one side and the answer on the other.

● Make sure the questions cover all the key information - e.g. definitions, explanations, comparisons.

● Break complex concepts down across multiple flashcards

● Write multiple flashcards which test the same knowledge in different ways - this helps to make your knowledge 

more flexible.

● To stretch yourself further, try adding specific examples to the answer side of your flashcards (see ‘Concrete 

Examples’ on page 9).

Using your flashcards

● Say the answer out loud - it is important that you fully commit to what you think the answer is before checking. 

Even better, write your answer down.

● Use the flashcard both ways - can you say what the question was by looking at the answer?

Pile 1

Pile 2

Pile 3

Test every two weeks

Test every week

Test at least twice a week

Meander

What feature of a river 
leads to the formation of 

an oxbow lake?
Oxbow lake

What feature often 
forms when a river has 

meanders?
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Study Strategies - how to use them

Brain dump

● Set a timer (10-15 minutes).

● On a blank sheet of paper write down everything you know about a topic.

● Use your class notes, textbook or revision guide to check, correct and add.

Use a different colour so that you can see which things you need to come back to.

Your brain dump can be continuous prose or you might prefer to make it like a mind map, showing the connections 

between different concepts.
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Study Strategies - how to use them

Concrete examples

Whether you’re summarising your notes in a mindmap or making flashcards to test yourself, it is really helpful to make 

sure you can give specific examples of the general ideas you need to know. This might be case studies of natural disasters 

in Geography, quotes to support character traits in English or examples of organs in the body in Science. 

Making sure you know these examples and how they relate to the general concept will ensure that your knowledge is 

more secure and transferable. If you know several examples it will help you to apply your knowledge when exam questions 

ask about different examples which you might not have seen before.

In Geography, as well as knowing the 
general effects of earthquakes, you 

should be able to give examples of the 
effects of specific earthquakes

In English, as well as knowing what a character is 
like, you should be able to give concrete examples 

of quotes which demonstrate this.

In Science, as well as knowing the 
levels of organisation in an organism, 
you should be able to give examples 

of each level. 9



Adding concrete examples  to flashcards  can help you to 
remember examples or case studies of abstract concepts

Study Strategies - how to use them

Concrete examples of using concrete examples

A group of different organs working together to 
perform a function.

Example: The digestive system which breaks 
down foods and contains organs such as the 

stomach, gall bladder and intestines.

A group of different organs working 
together to perform a function.

What is an organ system?

Simple flashcard 
answer

& 
with added 

concrete example

In Art, as well as knowing the names 
of shading techniques you should be 

able to show what they look like.

In Computer Science, as well as knowing 
what a programming language is you 

should be able to give examples of 
different languages.
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Study Strategies - how to use them

Mindmapping

Making a mindmap is an excellent way to organise your knowledge because you can show how different ideas 

relate to one another. If you make a mindmap from memory, it can also be an excellent retrieval strategy. You 

can add words to the arrows to show how different ideas link together. As with all revision strategies, make your 

mindmap from memory first and then improve it by looking things up.

Some examples of mindmaps are shown below and on the next page:

An example of a mindmap for KS3 Science::
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Online Resources

There are lots of excellent online resources, but it can be difficult to know which are the best 

ones. 

Your teachers will signpost online resources for you on Google Classroom. 

Some of the sites your teachers will recommend are shown below:
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