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Revise and conquer
Luke McBratney provides you with tips, 
activities and resources to support your 
revision and help you get the best grade

Yes, it’s revision time. But rather than procrastinate 
or despair, you should rejoice. With so much 
help and support available there has never 

been a better time to take exams. Plan your revision 
carefully — from the biggest tasks, such as re-reading, 
to the smallest, such as reducing your notes to cards — 
and you can feel confident of success. 

1 Know your texts
Whatever else you need to know, knowledge of your 
texts is essential. Aim to know them inside out, and 
start re-reading early.  Novels may require a few days 
during the holidays, but a play can be re-read in a night 
or two. Poems should be re-read — and recited — little 
and often. Try reading them just before bed — some 
say that the poems will work on your subconscious and 
you’ll awake with increased understanding.

2 Learn quotations
While you should know what happens in each 
chapter or scene, it pays to give special attention to 
key moments — important parts of texts in which, 
for example, characters or key themes are revealed in 
interesting ways, or that contain climactic events or are 
rich in figurative language. Learn a range of quotations 
from these moments so that you can refer in detail not 
just to what happens but how it happens. 

Learn quotations in groups (for example, by theme 
and by character). The more you know, the more 
flexible and precise you can be in your answers. If you 
only know a few you’ll end up forcing them into your 
essays and veering towards irrelevance.

3 Compile revision notes
Use your teachers’ notes and guidance, but be 
independent. Use The english Review archive and 
online resources. Visit your exam board’s website for 
past papers, mark schemes and examiners’ reports. 
Past papers will enable you to become familiar with 
different question styles, and mark schemes will help 
you better understand the assessment objectives and 
their weighting, as well as offering examples of the 
sorts of things that answers might contain. Examiners’ 
reports are also useful since they often offer advice as 
well as comments on performance.

Make sure that you use materials actively, 
annotating documents and taking notes on everything 
that you read. As your revision progresses, review your 
notes, organise them into areas that make sense to you 
and reduce them to bullet points on cards to help you 
remember everything.

4 Practise and plan
In addition to the above tasks — which are largely 
focused on understanding and recall — you must 
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practise your skills. Write answers to a range of past 
questions. Write essay plans too. Begin by blasting 
out all your ideas, then select the best, most relevant 
points. Each finished plan should be a blueprint for a 
model response, not a splat of random jottings.

You’ll soon become familiar with your exam board’s 
question styles. But avoid gambling on questions. If an 
expected topic doesn’t come up, you’ll be disappointed; 
if it does, your pre-prepared material may not match 
the exact terms of the question. Either way, you’ll lose.

5 Answer the question

Having followed all this advice, you’ll arrive in the 
exam hall prepared to face any question. Avoid nervy 
classmates or exam-based conversations. Read the 
questions thoroughly and plan your answers fully. 
Address the question in a brief opening paragraph 
that goes straight to the task and continue confidently; 
write as though you really care.

After a few minutes of full focus, the inspiration 
should start to flow. Exam nerves will evaporate, and 
you’ll be so immersed in the task that you’ll actually 
be enjoying it. Carry on, working through the points 
in your plan and making sure that you are answering 
the question, the whole question and nothing but the 
question.

Your final paragraph should be brief, but should 
give the answer some closure. It might, for example, 
expand on the implications of what your essay has 
argued, offer an interesting final thought or finish with 
a flourish via a strong point and a stylish turn of phrase.

Useful resources
Subscribers to the magazine can get podcasts and 
revision notes at TheEnglishReviewOnline. Register and 
log in at  
www.philipallan.co.uk/magazinesonline

If your school subscribes to the Online Archive you 
should also check out Bernard O’Keefe’s article in  
The english Review, Vol. 20, No. 1, pp. 11–13.

See www.theenglishfaculty.org for useful podcasts 
from university lecturers.

If you have a Philip Allan Literature Guide you can 
access online resources at  
www.philipallan.co.uk/literatureguidesonline 

Find out more about our full  
range of magazines and online  
archives of back issues at  
www.philipallan.co.uk/magazines 
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Activities

1 Go to your exam board’s website. Read the 
reports on the examination for the last two 
examination series. Draw up a list of dos and 
don’ts for each exam.

2 Make your own exam papers. Follow the exam 
board’s style and address the appropriate 
assessment objectives. This makes a good group 
activity.

3 Experiment with different ways of note-taking. 
Try mind maps on themes or motifs, lists of 
bullet points on charactersation, timelines of the 
main action, and diagrams of family trees and 
relationships between characters.

4 Write revision notes on the structure of your 
texts. For plays, consider the significance of the 
beginnings and endings of scenes and acts. 
Note how the playwright uses structural effects 
to create responses in the audience.

5 Practise under timed conditions. Do this for 
timed essay plans too: give yourself the same 
amount of time as you would spend planning in 
the exam. As a rule of thumb, you should spend 
at least 15 minutes of planning for every hour of 
writing. For exams in which there is significant 
reading you will need to spend much more 
time planning, e.g. the synoptic exam for AQA 
Specification A recommends at least 30 minutes 
be spent planning for each answer.
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