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INTRODUCTION:

So here it is.

For your whole life (or your whole life so far), your teachers have been telling you pretty much one thing and one thing only… your exams matter.

Perhaps, to help intensify that statement, they’ve even added a few keywords here and there: ‘career’, ‘UCAS’, ‘university’, ‘prospects’, ‘your adult life’. Sound familiar? The fact is, your teachers are absolutely right. The exams you are about to take absolutely do matter. But what your teachers sometimes forget is that when they pile all that pressure on you, it can only lead to one thing: stress.

But the truth is that stress doesn’t actually need to be a part of exams. Sure, exams need to be revised for, prepared for and planned for, but that doesn’t mean that you need to get stressed. With the right amount of all those things just mentioned – revision, preparation, planning – plus a healthy dose of good strategies that you can use both in and out of the classroom, you can approach your exams with just the right mindset it takes to pass and to succeed.

And it is exactly those good and healthy strategies that this book is packed with – strategies that put you on the right path to face your exams and give you all you need to pass them with flying colours.

So – do you want those crucial top grades? And do you want to achieve them with the least amount of stress possible? Then read on. This book will tell you how to do both.

How to use this book

How to Get Top Grades in Your Exams isn’t just any old revision guide. Instead, this is a revision guidebook, and like all guidebooks it can be followed step by step in a chronological fashion. It will take you through the entire revision process, from the moment your exams first appear on the horizon to the moment you sit them, and through all the moments in between, so that you know exactly what you need to be doing and exactly in what order.

At the end of each chapter, we’ve provided a checklist of all the things you will have learnt. Make sure you’ve done these things before turning to the next chapter, and physically show that you’ve done them by ticking them off, making a note of them or even sharing them with your friends. This will help to consolidate the learning in your mind, proving that you are ready to continue.


ALONG THE WAY, you will also encounter real-life exam tips and stories. We know that each student is different, so we’ve collected these helpful tips and stories from a wide range of people. This way, we know that every one of you reading this book will find something that you can relate to, and which will help you with your own revision.







Chapter 1: You

The most important thing of all

We’re going to start this book with perhaps the most important thing of all – and that is YOU.

Never forget that the exams you are about to take are YOUR exams. They are not there to make your teachers feel that they’ve done their jobs properly. They are not there to test your mum and dad’s parenting skills. They are not there to mark out your school’s position in the league table. They are for YOU and YOU ALONE.

Now, this might sound a little scary at first. It might put a whole lot of responsibility on you that you don’t necessarily feel you can handle at this stage in your life. But it’s really not that scary at all – especially not when we add to it the second most important thing to remember:
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Exams are not your enemy

All of your exams will ask you about things that you have learnt, things that you do know. They are not there to catch you out or make you look stupid. They are there simply to assess your knowledge on the subjects you have been studying, and then to reward you for your answers.


REMEMBER: Exams give marks for the things you get right. They never deduct marks for the things you get wrong.



So let’s put those two points together. Exams are there to help YOU show the world what you can do, and not what you can’t do. And, believe me, you can do and you know probably far more than you’re even aware of. Think about it. If you’re 14 then you’ve been at school for nine years! If you’re 18 then you’ve been at school for 13 years!

Sure, you’ve been doing plenty of other stuff in that time – you’ve been growing up, you’ve been making friends you’ll have for the rest of your life, you’ve been discovering the hobbies you enjoy and the things that you like to do and might like to do more of in the future – but over all those years the thing you’ve been doing more of than anything else is learning.


REAL-LIFE EXAM TIPS

Some exams allow you to take books in with you, and some of these allow you to make notes in the books. If you have one of these exams, fill your book with as much information as you can to prompt you when you get into the exam hall.

MARCIE



You are amazing – no really, you are! You are a learner, and you’re a pretty incredible one, at that. Think about a job that a member of your family does. Maybe they’ve been doing that job for nine years, maybe even for 13. They’ve been learning, too – all that time they’ve been doing the job, they’ve been learning how to do it as well as they possibly can. But – whether their job is being a mechanic or a doctor or a computer programmer or a teacher – the fact is that they’ve only been learning one thing. And you? You’ve been learning ten, 12, maybe even 15 different things all at the same time!

When was the last time your mum read a Shakespeare play, differentiated equations and conducted a survey on eating habits – all in the same day? When was the last time your dad wrote a persuasive letter, practised his French and read about World War Two – all in the same day? When was the last time your uncle created a PowerPoint presentation, conducted an experiment on heat convection and played a game of tennis – all in the same day? Not for a long, long time, I can tell you.

Whereas you – well, you do all of that each and every day, and you have been doing it each and every day for years and years now. You are an absolute wealth of knowledge, a fountain of intelligence, and you hold the answers to so much that adults can only guess at.

So be confident

Exams are there to help you show off that knowledge, that intelligence, those answers. The people who write exam papers (and this may be difficult to believe but, trust me, it’s true) want you to show the world what a brilliant learner you are. Because you are, and there’s no denying it. YOU are.

So – the first two steps to your exams are simple ones: understand that they are for you alone and that they are there to help you succeed. Now you know that, we can get on to the more specific stuff – making sure you get those top grades.
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CHECKLIST

This first checklist is perhaps the easiest of all of them, but it is no less important. To get yourself in the right frame of mind and to ensure that you will end up getting the grades you deserve, it is absolutely crucial that you understand and take to heart the following two sentences:

[image: ]   I understand that my exams are there for me and no one else.

[image: ]   I understand that my exams are designed to help me succeed at what I do best.



 

 

REAL-LIFE EXAM STORIES: TANYA

I was painfully shy when I was a teenager. If you weren’t one of my closest friends, then I simply wouldn’t talk to you. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to. I just couldn’t.

My shyness didn’t affect my life too much – well, not until my GCSEs. I remember that Year 10 was fine, and so was the first term of Year 11. I was keeping up with everything and getting good grades. My teachers and my parents seemed pleased with my progress, and I was too.

But then, just after the February half-term break, it all started to get too much for me. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand anything I was revising – my problem was that I didn’t know exactly what I should be revising. There was so much! The moment I began to focus on one subject, I’d just see this huge mass of information, and I had no idea which bits I should be retaining and which bits I should ignore. It became overwhelming and because I was so shy, rather than asking for help as I should have done, I didn’t tell anyone, and the feeling just got worse and worse until I pretty much shut down. I stopped listening in class. I stopped doing my homework. I failed every single one of my mock exams.

A meeting was organised for me, my form tutor and my parents. They kept asking me again and again what was wrong, and I desperately wanted to tell them, but I was too shy. It was like the words were there in my brain, but they got lost somewhere on the way to my mouth.

It was my best friend Kirsty who saved me. She knew me better than anyone and, when she found me crying in the toilets not long before study leave, she marched me straight to our Maths teacher and said: ‘Sir, Tanya needs help with her revision, but she’s too shy to ask.’ The teacher immediately told me to come back at lunchtime, where he would sit down with me and go through anything I wanted, one-on-one. Kirsty then took me to each of my teachers in turn, and every single one of them did the same thing – they all offered their own one-on-one help.

Sitting there with each teacher – just me and him or her – wasn’t easy, especially when I had to explain why I was struggling. But the moment I did, I felt better. Each teacher talked me through my worries, and told me exactly what I should be revising and what I didn’t need to. Sometimes all I needed was ten minutes with a teacher, and sometimes I had a weekly after-school session. I was able to manage my revision, and I stopped feeling so overwhelmed.

I passed each of my GCSEs, maybe not quite as well as I had been hoping, but at least I passed. I’m so grateful to my teachers for helping me, and I only wish that I had gone to them sooner. Looking back on it all now, I don’t know why I was so shy. I guess I thought they would be angry with me or tell me off or something. But not one of them did. All they wanted was to help me. And they really did.


REAL-LIFE EXAM TIPS

I did most of my revision alone, but once a week I got together with my friends. We’d discuss what we’d revised, we’d test each other and we’d help each other with things we might each be struggling with. I loved these meetings; I learned loads from them – mostly that I wasn’t alone!

RUTH
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