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Active recall is the single most effective revision technique there is. Here is what it is, why it works, and exactly how to do it.

The idea

What active recall means Instead of looking at your notes, you close the book and try to pull the answer out of your own
head. That moment of struggling to remember is the bit that actually builds the memory.

Rereading is not revising Reading the same page for the fifth time feels productive because it gets easier each time. But
easy means familiar, not learned. You can recognise the words without being able to recall
them in an exam.

Recognising is not the
same as knowing

Spotting the right answer in your notes is easy. Producing it on a blank page is hard, and the
blank page is what the exam gives you. Practise the hard version.

Why it works

The effort is the point Every time you make your brain reach for an answer, you strengthen the path back to it. The
harder the reach, as long as you get there, the stronger the memory becomes.

It shows you the gaps When you cannot recall something, you find out straight away, not in the exam hall. Rereading
hides your weak spots. Testing yourself drags them into the open so you can fix them.

It mimics the real test An exam is one long act of recall under pressure. The more your revision looks like that, the
less of a shock the real thing will be.

How to do it

Cover, recall, check Read a short section, cover it, then write or say everything you remember. Uncover and check
what you missed. Repeat the bits you got wrong. Simple, and it works for almost any subject.

Turn your notes into
questions

As you read, write a question for each fact rather than copying the fact out. Later, answer your
own questions from memory. A page of questions is far more useful than a page of highlighted
notes.

Use flashcards properly Question on the front, answer on the back. Always say your answer out loud or write it down
before you flip the card. If you flip too fast, you are just rereading again.

Brain dump on a blank
page

Pick a topic, set a timer for five minutes, and write down everything you know with the book
shut. Then open it and fill in what you forgot in a different colour. That colour is your revision
to-do list.

Do past paper questions
early

Do not save them for the last week. Attempt a question, then mark it against the answers.
Getting things wrong now, when it does not count, is exactly how you stop getting them wrong
later.

Common mistakes
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Peeking when it gets hard The second it feels tricky, the temptation is to glance at the answer. Resist for a bit longer. The
struggle right before you remember is doing the most work.

Only testing the easy stuff It feels nice to answer questions you already know. Spend most of your time on the topics that
make you wince, because those are the marks you are currently losing.

Confusing busy with
effective

Copying notes out neatly and colour-coding for an hour can feel like hard work while teaching
you almost nothing. Ask yourself one question: am I actually retrieving, or just moving words
around?

Your routine

A simple weekly loop Learn a topic, then test yourself on it the next day, a few days later, and again a week on. Each
round takes less time and the facts stick for longer.

End every session with a
test

Before you stop, shut everything and recall the main points of what you just studied. If you
cannot, you have not learned it yet, and now you know where to start tomorrow.


