Independent Learning - Making the Biggest Impact

As you make your way through your
EGA career, it will become increasingly
important to consider how and when
you do your independent study.
You are likely to spend thousands and
thousands of hours over your time at
school (and beyond) revising, learning
new information and trying to make
sense of knowledge and skills that you
grapple with in school. Much of this time
you will spend alone, studying
independently.

You are at school for 6 hours a day and many of
you will be doing 2 or even 3 hours of work at
home each evening by the time you get to year
10 and year 11!
This is a lot of time, and using it effectively is
going to be the key to helping you grow
academically and leave EGA with great
qualifications and fantastic opportunities.
Fortunately for us, there is a lot of research and
evidence that tells us how best to use this time.
There are many common, ineffective ways to
revise and learn independently but some proven
techniques that researchers and scientist claim
make the biggest difference. We should work
smart as well as hard!

So how do I become an Expert Learner?
Unfortunately it’s not THAT easy!!! But it is worth it.
The most successful students are those who take charge of their
own learning and follow a simple but disciplined strategy. You
may not have been taught how to do this, but you can do it, and
you will likely surprise yourself with the results.
Embrace the fact that significant learning is often, or even usually,
somewhat difficult. You will experience setbacks. These are
signs of effort, not of failure. Setbacks come with striving, and
striving builds expertise. Effortful learning changes your brain,
making new connections, building mental models, increasing
your capability. The implication of this is powerful: Your
intellectual abilities lie to a large degree within your own control.
Knowing that this is so makes the difficulties worth tackling.

A desirable difficulty is a
learning task that requires a
considerable but desirable
amount of effort, thereby
improving long-term
performance. The term was
first coined by Robert A. Bjork
in 1994.
If there is not an element of
challenge and difficulty in
what you are doing when you
learn/revise, it is unlikely to be
having a significant impact on
your long term learning.

Students often prefer strategies that can create ‘illusions of
knowing’ - these strategies feel good because we may be
fooling ourselves into thinking we are performing well or already
know a lot.

e.g.

•
•
•
If you use these techniques, it will mean that you will
need to spend longer on homework, revision and
independent study to get the some learning outcomes.

The more highlighter you use, the higher your
grade will be...

Following are three
key study strategies.
Make a habit of them
and structure your time
so as to pursue them
with regularity.

● Retrieval Practice
● Spaced Practice
● Interleaving
You will be going through each one over the
next 3 weeks with your form tutors, learning
about what they mean and designing
learning practice to make it happen.

Retrieval practice is a strategy in which bringing information to
mind enhances and boosts learning. Deliberately recalling
information forces us to pull our knowledge “out” and examine
what we know.
For instance, recalling an answer to a science question improves
learning to a greater extent than looking up the answer in a
textbook. And having to actually recall and write down an answer
to a flashcard improves learning more than thinking that you
know the answer and flipping the card over prematurely.
Often, we think we’ve learned some piece of information, but we
come to realize we struggle when we try to recall the answer. It’s
precisely this “struggle” or challenge that improves our memory
and learning – by trying to recall information, we exercise or
strengthen our memory, and we can also identify gaps in our
learning.

Note that cognitive scientists used to refer to retrieval
practice as "the testing effect." Prior research
examined the fascinating finding that tests (or short
quizzes) dramatically improve learning. More recently,
researchers have demonstrated that more than simply
tests and quizzes improve learning: flashcards, practice
problems, writing prompts, etc. are also powerful tools
for improving learning.
Whether this powerful strategy is called retrieval practice
or the testing effect, it is important to keep in mind that
the act of pulling information "out" from our minds
dramatically improves learning, not the tests
themselves. In other words retrieval is the active
process we engage in to boost learning; tests and
quizzes are merely methods to promote retrieval.

When you read a text or study class notes, pause every so often to ask yourself
questions like these, without looking in the text:
•
•
•
•

What are the key ideas?
What terms or ideas are new to me?
How would I define them?
How do the ideas relate to what I already know?

Many textbooks have study questions at the ends of the chapters, and these are useful
for self-quizzing. Generating questions for yourself and writing down the answers is
also a good way to study.
Set aside a little time every week throughout the term to quiz yourself on the material in
a course, both the current week's work and material covered in prior weeks.
When you quiz yourself, check your answers to make sure that your judgments of what
you know and don't know are accurate.

Method
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

8.

Heat the oven to 180C/350F/Gas 4.
Line two 18cm/7in cake tins with baking parchment
Cream the butter and the sugar together until pale. Use
an electric hand mixer if you have one.
Beat in the eggs.
Sift over the flour and fold in using a large metal spoon.
The mixture should be of a dropping consistency; if it is
not, add a little milk.
Divide the mixture between the cake tins and gently
spread out with a spatula. Bake for 20-25 minutes until
an inserted skewer comes out clean. Allow to stand for
5 minutes before turning onto a wire rack to cool.
Sandwich the cakes together with jam, lemon curd or
whipped cream and berries or just enjoy on its own.

Spaced practice
means studying
information
more than once
but leaving
considerable
time between
practice
sessions.

Why spaced practice is better: It's a common but
mistaken belief that you can burn something into memory
through sheer repetition. Lots of practice works, but only if
it's spaced.
If you use self-quizzing as your main study strategy and
space out your study sessions so that a little forgetting has
happened since your last practice, you will have to work
harder to reconstruct what you already studied. In effect,
you're "reloading" it from long-term memory. This effort to
reconstruct the learning makes the important ideas more
memorable and connects them more securely to other
knowledge and to more recent learning. It's a powerful
learning strategy.

*massed practice is studying or learning
everything in a topic at once, with few or
no intervals in between sessions.

Massed practice feels more productive
than spaced practice, but it is not.
Spaced practice feels more difficult,
because you have gotten a little rusty
and the material is harder to recall. It
feels like you're not really getting on top
of it, whereas in fact, quite the opposite
is happening: As you reconstruct
learning from long-term memory, as
awkward as it feels, you are
strengthening your mastery as well as
the memory.

How to use spaced practice as a study strategy
Establish a
schedule of
self-quizzing
that allows
time to elapse
between study
sessions.

1.

Interleaving is a process where
students mix, or interleave,
multiple subjects or topics while
they study in order to improve
their learning. Blocked practice,
on the other hand, involves
studying one topic very
thoroughly before moving to
another topic.

What does this mean?
If you're trying to learn
mathematical formulas, study more
than one type at a time, so that
you are alternating between
different problems that call for
different solutions. If you are
studying biology specimens, Dutch
painters, or the principles of
macroeconomics, mix up the
examples.

How to use interleaved practice as a study strategy
Many textbooks are structured in study blocks: They
present the solution to a particular kind of problem, say,
working out the volume of a spheroid, and supply many
examples to solve before moving to another kind of
problem (working out the volume of a cone). Blocked
practice is not as effective as interleaved practice, so
here's what to do.
When you structure your study timetable, once you
reach the point where you understand a new problem
type and its solution but your grasp of it is still basic,
scatter this problem type throughout your practice
sequence so that you are alternately quizzing
yourself on various problem types and retrieving the
appropriate solutions for each.

Why interleaved practice is better
Mixing up problem types improves
your ability to discriminate between
types, identifying the unifying
characteristics within a type, and
improves your success in a later exam
or in real-world settings, where you
must work out the kind of problem
you're trying to solve in order to apply
the correct solution.

Blocked practice—that is, mastering all of one
type of problem before progressing to practice
another type—feels (and looks) like you're getting
better mastery as you go, whereas interrupting
the study of one type to practice a different type
feels disruptive and counterproductive. Even
when learners achieve better mastery from
interleaved practice, they persist in feeling that
blocked practice serves them better. You may
also experience this feeling, but you now have the
advantage of knowing that studies show that this
feeling is an illusion.

