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Cont ent s

Your  fut ure, your  goals
Gain qualif icat ions, st ar t  a career , 
change direct ion. What ever  your  goal 
we'l l  help you achieve it .

At  t he Nat ional Ext ension College (NEC) 
we've been providing dist ance learning 
t o help young people and adult s learn t o 
change t heir  fut ure for  over  60 years. 
Dur ing t hat  t im e, we've seen, on m any 
occasions, how  som eone's l i fe can be 
t ransform ed by t ak ing t he r ight  course 
at  t he r ight  t im e.

Each year  t housands of  st udent s, l ike 
you, f rom  around t he wor ld, access our  
qualit y courses and exper t  t ut or  suppor t  
t o develop t heir  know ledge and sk il ls, 
and achieve t heir  goals.

Som e of  our  st udent s need 
qualif icat ions t o go on t o fur t her  or  
h igher  educat ion. Som e plan t o t ake 
professional courses in areas such as 
t eaching or  healt hcare and just  need 
t hat  essent ial GCSE or  A level t o m ake it  
happen.

What ever  your  reason for  st udying, we 
look  forward t o welcom ing you t o NEC as 
a st udent .

This guide w il l  give you an overview  of  
how  t o approach your  exam s and how t o 
revise in t he m ost  ef fect ive way.

For  m ore inform at ion on t he courses we 
of fer , visit  our  websit e www.nec.ac.uk .

A pioneer of distance learning, the National Extension 
College (NEC) transforms lives through education. Founded 
in 1963 by Michael Young and Brian Jackson as a forerunner 
for the Open University, NEC is a long-standing 
independent educational charity and part of the Open 
School Trust. Today, we remain committed to our founders' 
vision to create "education without institution, learning while 
earning, courses which people of all ages can take in their own 
time , at their own pace."
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How can I prepare m yself  t o do 
well in m y GCSE/A level exam s?

3

If  you are sit t ing your  
exam s t his sum m er , t he 
ear l ier  you st ar t  planning 
your  revision and 
pract ising your  exam  
t echnique t he bet t er . 
Here are som e t ips and 
suggest ions f rom  t he 
t eam  at  t he Nat ional 
Ext ension College.

The course specif icat ion needs t o be your  st ar t ing point  when you are planning revision. If  you are 
unsure of  your  specif icat ion, ask  your  school/ college t ut or . If  you are a st udent  w it h NEC, t h is 
inform at ion is available in your  course on learn@nec, in t he 'About  Assessm ent ' sect ion.

Syllabus and specif icat ion

Each exam  board produces a dif ferent  specif icat ion so it  is im por t ant  t o book  exam s for  t he 
r ight  specif icat ion. For  exam ple, if  you are on a course prepar ing you for  t he Pearson 
Edexcel specif icat ion, you m ay f ind t hat  t he AQA exam  covers dif ferent  t opics, t herefore 
reducing your  chance of  success. This is especially im por t ant  for  subject s l ike hist ory or  
English because t he specif icat ion could cover  dif ferent  h ist or ical per iods or  dif ferent  set  
t ext s.

Read t he m ark ing cr it er ia and specif icat ion carefully t o get  a clear  idea of  what  t he 
exam iners are look ing for . This t oget her  w it h t ut or  feedback  f rom  your  assignm ent s w il l  
m ake it  easier  for  you t o work  out  a plan of  act ion.

Fam iliar ise yourself  w it h exam  quest ions and exam  t echniques. Make sure t hat  you do 
plent y of  past  papers, pract ice answer ing quest ions in t he t im e allowed, check  out  revision 
guides, and underst and t he key t erm inology you w il l  need t o use in your  exam .

 MASTERCLASS
  

- Int eract ive act ivit ies which fost er  
deep learning.

- Focused on t opics and subject  areas 
which st udent s st ruggle w it h.

- Dem onst rable im pact  on your  
know ledge, conf idence and abil i t y. 

https://www.nec.ac.uk/learn-at-nec/


Learn how t o read exam  quest ions. They can usually be analysed word by word in order  t o ext ract  t he 
fu ll m eaning and underst and what  t he exam  is ask ing you t o do. As well as doing past  papers, exam iner 's 
repor t s can be very helpful. These are produced using t he act ual quest ion papers f rom  previous exam  
sessions and give exam ples of  how  quest ions could have been answered. They also com pare how 
st udent s act ually answered t o t he ideal answer . Exam iner 's repor t s provide a clear  overview  of  t he 
dif ferent  t ypes of  quest ions and what  t he exam iners are look ing for .

Break ing down t he quest ion

- Not  answer ing t he quest ion.
- Not  recognising t he m eaning of  specialist  or  t echnical t erm s cent ral t o t he subject , or  not  

dem onst rat ing an underst anding of  t hem  by def in ing t hem .
- Not  w r it ing answers in t he form  specif ied in t he quest ion.
- Not  giving yourself  enough t im e t o answer  all t he quest ions.

What  com m on m ist akes do I need t o avoid?

Under line key concept s or  ideas in an exam  quest ion before you st ar t  w r it ing. Use t h is t o def ine and 
analyse t he quest ion. If  you ask  yourself  quest ions about  t he m eaning of  t hese concept s, i t  w il l  provide 
you w it h t he beginning of  your  answer .

'It was the development of the railways that enabled Britain to experience an economic boom in 
the middle years of the nineteenth century'. Assess t he validit y of  t h is view. 

(sam ple hist ory quest ion)

1. First , you m ight  focus on t he key concept s of  't he developm ent  of  t he railways' and 'econom ic boom '.
2. Next , you would need t o def ine t he per iod of  t im e you underst and t o be covered by t he t erm  'm iddle 

years of  t he ninet eent h cent ury '. Was t here an econom ic boom ? If  you agree t hat  t here was, how  do you 
know ?

3. At  t h is point , your  t h ink ing could be focused on draw ing up t wo l ist s: one w it h evidence for  t he 
developm ent  of  t he railways dr iving t he econom ic boom  (if  you agree t here was one), and anot her  
put t ing forward alt ernat ive point s of  view , e.g. t hat  t he railways developed as a response t o t he 
indust r ial revolut ion and t he need t o m ove goods around t he count ry.

How do I analyse an exam  quest ion?

Try out  t h is m et hod on an exam  quest ion in a past  paper . First , under l ine t he key concept s in t he 
quest ion. Then put  t oget her  a l ist  of  quest ions t o m ake t he m eaning of  t he quest ion clear .

This is just  one exam ple of  how  t o approach and int erpret  an exam  quest ion. The quest ions w il l  usually 
give you a very clear  idea of  how  t he exam iners want  t he quest ion t o be answered. By t ak ing t he t im e t o 
st udy t he quest ion carefully, you can ensure t hat  you are econom ical w it h your  t im e in t he exam  it self , 
and feel m ore prepared when you begin w r it ing.

More inform at ion about  what  t he 
exam iners w il l  be look ing for  in your  
answer  w il l  be found in t he m ark ing 
schem e for  t he subject  and specif icat ion 
you are sit t ing. Assessm ent  guidance 
docum ent s w il l  be available online which 
w il l  fur t her  explain what  t he exam iners 
are look ing for  and t heir  expect at ions for  
answers.
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Revision t ips
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Whet her  you are st udying at  a school/ college 
or  w it h NEC, you should m ake sure you ask  
your  t ut ors t o give you feedback  t o ident ify 
areas you need t o im prove on. Here is an 
exam ple: m aybe you t end t o overwr it e your  
essays? Work  on ident ifying t he key point s 
and becom ing m ore econom ical w it h your  
wording t o not  only reduce t he lengt h of  your  
w r it t en answers, but  t o save you t im e in t he 
exam . If  you are st ruggling t o underst and 
what  your  t ut or  suggest s you do t o im prove, 
don't  be af raid t o ask  t hem  t o provide 
clar if icat ion. It  w il l  be wor t h it  when it  com es 
t o revising and ult im at ely sit t ing t he exam .

Know your  weaknesses

Your  t ut ors at  NEC are all subject  specialist s 
and t heir  carefully st ruct ured feedback  w il l  

guide you t owards im provem ent . Many t ut ors 
are also exam iners and so have in-dept h 

know ledge of  t he requirem ent s of  t he awarding 
bodies. They w il l  be able t o share t op t ips and 

nudge you in t he r ight  direct ion.

Everyone learns in dif ferent  ways so you m ight  f ind t hat  som e m et hods of  revision help you t o ret ain 
inform at ion bet t er  t han ot hers. However  act ive revision, l ike draf t ing your  answers t o an exam  quest ion, 
are m ore ef fect ive t han 'passive' revision l ike just  reading your  not es.

There is an ext ensive body of  scient if ic research which has proven t im e and t im e again t hat  reading 
aloud, w r it ing not es and even draw ing can enhance t he brain's abil i t y t o ret ain inform at ion. Unlike 
reading silent ly, reading aloud requires t he body t o per form  audit ory processing and m ot or /ar t iculat ory 
processing* . Put  sim ply, when reading aloud, t he body has t o process inform at ion in dif ferent  ways, and 
hear ing inform at ion in your  own voice and synt ax aides m em ory.

Work  t o your  st rengt hs

Make a revision t im et able - as soon as 
you know when t he exam s w il l  be, i t  is 

im por t ant  t o st ruct ure your  t im e in a way 
t hat  w il l  give you t he best  chance of  

success. Life inevit ably t hrows up 
som et hing unexpect ed so schedule in 

som e spare t im e t o ensure t hat  you're not  
rushing t owards t he end or  m issing t h ings 

out .

*  Forrin, N. D. and MacLeod, C. M. (2018) This time it 's personal: the memory benefit of hearing oneself, Memory, pp. 574-579.

Writ e not es - t rying t o m em or ise large 
blocks of  t ext  w il l  be a dif f icult  

under t ak ing. No m at t er  t he subject s you 
are st udying, break ing down t he 

inform at ion int o m anageable chunks w il l  
be t he best  way forward.

Creat e f lashcards - t hese could be 
quot es you need t o m em or ise for  English 
l i t erat ure, t he form at  of  m at hem at ical 

equat ions, or  specif ic dat es in hist ory t hat  
m ay crop up in t he exam . The process of  

creat ing f lashcards is just  as im por t ant  as 
reading t hrough af t erwards. Like reading 

aloud, t he w r it ing, draw ing and 
com pilat ion of  f lashcards m eans t hat  you 
have already processed t he inform at ion 

several t im es before reading t hrough and 
revising.Discuss w it h fam ily and f r iends - 

discussing t he t opic can help you t o break  
down t he core pr inciples of  a t heory and 
dist i l l  t he im por t ant  fact s. It  also m eans 

t hat  t hey can quest ion you about  t he 
t opics you're work ing on, im proving your  

m em ory recall in preparat ion for  t he 
exam .
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The lead up t o exam s can be a st ressful t im e so planning and preparat ion is key.

- Locat ion - f inding som ewhere quiet  t o st udy where you w il l  be unint er rupt ed w il l  help you revise. 
The l ibrary or  your  room  are t he best  places.

- Tim ing - t rying t o revise when you are rushed or  dist ract ed w il l  increase st ress levels and m ay be 
det r im ent al t o your  abil i t y t o st udy. If  you have children, wait  unt i l  t he evening t o st udy. If  you 
know you have pr ior  engagem ent s, work  your  revision t im et able around t hese event s.

- Exercise - giving yourself  a break  is im por t ant . Exercising increases your  product ivit y by reducing 
t iredness and st ress. By increasing your  hear t  rat e your  brain get s m ore oxygen, so go for  a bike 
r ide, a run or  t o t he gym , or  even just  t ake t he dog for  a walk !

- Take breaks - i t 's not  all about  st udying. Set  yourself  st udy goals, give yourself  breaks bet ween 
st udy t im es, and when you've m et  som e of  your  goals, spend t im e w it h f r iends and fam ily. 
Finally, m ake sure you get  enough sleep!

St ress m anagem ent

Draw m aps and im ages - 
your  not es don't  have t o be 

an ar t ist ic m ast erpiece! 
However , draw ing pict ures 
can be useful when revising 

cer t ain subject s, 
par t icular ly languages. If  

you can l ink  t he im age w it h 
t he cor rect  words in your  

m ind, it  m ay help t o ret ain 
t he inform at ion.

Read in a dif ferent  m edium  - t h is is a par t icular ly useful 
t ip for  st udent s st udying l i t erat ure. The f irst  read t hrough 

a novel w il l  give you an overview  of  t he plot  and t he 
charact ers, and you w il l  be able t o pick  out  specif ic quot es 
and t hem es on a second reading. It  is advisable t hat  you 
reread t he set  t ext s t hat  m ay com e up in t he exam  again 

dur ing your  revision per iod. If  you read t he paperback  t he 
f ir st  t im e around, why not  t ry out  t he audiobook? Not  only 
w il l  you pick  up on dif ferent  aspect s of  t he st ory t hrough 
l ist ening t o it  read aloud, but  you can follow  along w it h 

your  physical copy, m ak ing addit ional not es. 

Som et im es you need a l i t t le ext ra suppor t  in order  t o achieve t he best  result s. If  you are a 
st udent  w it h NEC, t here are several addit ional services t hat  you can use in order  t o gain a 
bit  of  ext ra suppor t  t hat  you m ay feel you need.

Past  paper  m ark ing

You can choose t o add a past  paper  t o be m arked. Our  AS and A level courses include one 
past  paper  as st andard, so if  you'd l ike m ore t o be m arked, t h is service would be useful.

Revision t ut or ial

If  you'd l ike help t o plan and m anage your  revision t im et able before t ak ing your  exam s, you 
can choose eit her  a one hour  or  30 m inut e t ut or ial, designed t o help you t o st ruct ure your  
revision. The session w il l  be t ailored t o your  individual needs and led by t he t ut or .

Opt ional t ut or ial

As w it h t he above, you can choose t he durat ion and t h is w il l  be useful i f  t here is a 
par t icular  area t hat  requires addit ional at t ent ion. You can choose t he subject  of  t he 

t ut or ial.

Addit ional suppor t

For  fur t her  inform at ion, including pr ices and m ore addit ional services, 
visit  our  websit e www.nec.ac.uk  or  call 0800 389 2839.

https://www.nec.ac.uk/


Nat ional Ext ension College
Woolpack House, 70 High St, Sawston, Cambridge 

CB22 3HJ

0800 389 2839     info@nec.ac.uk      www.nec.ac.uk

Published April 2024. Review due April 2025
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