


STUDY LIKE A BRAIN SCIENTIST:

TIPS AND TRICKS TO MAKE LEARNING STICK!

LINDA GRAHAM, PHYSICS AND ENGINEERING TEACHER AT BEAR CREEK



WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT HOW THE BRAIN 
LEARNS:



TO LEARN, RETRIEVE

"The Brain" - The Philological Library, Free University of Berlin



MIX UP YOUR PRACTICE 



SPACING OF PRACTICE MATTERS!



INTERLEAVING 



VARIED PRACTICE



EMBRACE DIFFICULTIES



AVOID ILLUSIONS OF KNOWING



GET BEYOND LEARNING STYLES 

Take the VARK here: http://vark-learn.com/

http://vark-learn.com/


BE THE ONE IN CHARGE



WHY BOTHER?



THE MORE WE DO, THE MORE WE CAN DO. 



FIXED OR GROWTH MINDSET? 

Change “I can’t do that,” to “I can’t do that YET.”



TOOLS FOR YOUR LEARNING TOOLKIT



GET ORGANIZED!

•Get a Calendar!

•Make a To-Do list



GET ORGANIZED!

Check calendar 

(1)in the morning to preview the day

(2)after school, to keep on track with HW

(3) before bed to make sure you did everything you needed to and 

preview the next day.

If on your phone-customize your ringtones to alert you 

to chores, homework times, music practice, bedtime, etc.



ORGANIZATION EXAMPLE:  PIZZA CUTTER

The JUMBO: When you take a big task and break 

it down into manageable slices OR

The COMBO: when you have many things to do for different subjects.

1. Estimate the time you’ll need + a little cushion

2. Estimate all your schoolwork + a little cushion

3. Stay on top of other responsibilities—chores, musical instrument 

practice, etc. and include them as a “slice”



ORGANIZATION EXAMPLE:  PIZZA CUTTER

4. Estimate how much energy you have—and when

5. Start with harder work FIRST!

6. Prioritize—figure out what absolutely has to be done tomorrow, 

what can wait…



TIME AND FOCUSED ATTENTION

Pace yourself! School is more like a marathon, 

not a 100-meter sprint.

• The most common problem is going too fast, 

• and making careless errors.

• The other extreme stems from perfectionism—working super slowly so as 

not to make mistakes so it takes forever to get where you need to go!



TIME AND FOCUSED ATTENTION

• Use time landmarks:  pacing during a test  (lots of people race 

through work they’re not good at, just to get it over with)

• Use a timer when studying:  set timer for 25 minutes (see Pomodoro 

technique at http://pomodorotechnique.com/)

• Know how long things really take you to do.  

http://pomodorotechnique.com/


READING STRATEGIES—MAKE READING ACTIVE!!

• Sanity Check

• Reading summaries

• Plot lines

• Enlarging the Margins 

(color, symbols, a few words)

• Highlight < 10% of page 

(tips for when/what to highlight)



STAY AWAKE STRATEGIES

Avoid caffeine

Try sucking on hard candy

Rubber band on wrist to snap yourself

Color code notes as you take them

“Treasure hunt”—come to class with a list of questions you hope 

to have answered from the reading as you listen to the lecture

GO TO BED EARLIER!



DEAL WITH DISTRACTIONS IN CLASS

• Friends: Sit apart from them if possible

• Daydreaming about: the weekend, 

holiday, happy place, no place… 

• Food/Hunger:  make sure you eat 

breakfast, bring a snack, drink water 



DEAL WITH DISTRACTIONS IN CLASS

• Ask yourself (in your head) am I on task?  What am I supposed to 

be doing right now?

• Stay physically active in ways that won’t get you in trouble—you 

know the difference! Twiddling pencil, OK; tossing pencil in air, 

NOT OK.   Subtle stretching, breathing exercises, sit up straight…



STAY MENTALLY ACTIVE:

• Ask questions in class—make it a goal to ask 2 or 3 good 

questions each class period as appropriate to the class

•Make connections to your own life—studying Lewis and Clark?  

How are they alike and different?  Which one do I like more?  

Which one is more like me?  Do I know anyone who resembles 

either one?



STUDY TRICKS—WHAT MAKES IT MEMORABLE?
COLOR!!!

• Rainbow notes

• Entertaining Underlining

• Tinted Tabs

• Doodling Diagrams

• Constructive Construction Paper



STUDY TRICKS—WHAT MAKES IT MEMORABLE?
SOUND!!!

• Foreign Translations

• The Price is Cheap

• Techno Troubadour



STUDY TRICKS—WHAT MAKES IT MEMORABLE?
MOVEMENT!!!

• Flash Cards

• Paper Flaps

•Memory Fans

• Twisted Twister

•Old Maid

•Mad Actor

• LOCI Method



STUDY TRICKS—WHAT MAKES IT MEMORABLE?
MNEMONICS

• Rhyme Liners

• Learned Letters

•Memorable Melodies



STUDY TRICKS—WHAT MAKES IT MEMORABLE?

• Visual organizers

• Timelines

• Venn Diagrams

• Apply and Extend

• Evaluate



NOTE-TAKING:  GENERAL NOTES

• BE READY before class starts.

• BE THOROUGH by writing down whatever the teacher writes as well as your 

own explanation of what she said while she was writing.

• BE FAST by creating symbols that will fill in for 

concepts to make note-taking faster.

• BE FOCUSED and practice writing what the teacher said while listening to 

what she is saying.           From Study Smart, Study Less, by Anne Crossman



NOTE-TAKING: MULTIPLE OPTIONS

• Roman Model

• Cornell Notes

• Hash Mash 

• Spider Mapping

• Model Model

• The ENDGAME         From Study Smart, Study Less, by Anne Crossman



CHEERING FOR YOU!  POSITIVE SELF-TALK: 

• Are you talking to yourself in an encouraging or discouraging way?  

• What about feelings—consider psyching yourself up like a football 

player to take on school work and feeling that you’re going to score!

• Athletes often visualize themselves performing well as they prepare for 

an event or game.  Why not students?



TEST TAKING STRATEGIES

BRING YOUR A-GAME: 

• You’ve done your best studying, got a good night’s sleep, ate a 

good breakfast or lunch, and hit the bathroom before class.

• Come with all your supplies:  pens, pencils, erasers, calculator, 

water bottle.  

From Make The Grade, by Lesley Schwartz Martin



TEST TAKING STRATEGIES

GET IN THE ZONE:

• Relax…take a few deep breaths

• Build Confidence…think about a time when you felt super 

confident and imagine yourself in that confident place as you 

prepare to take the test

• Take a positive attitude:  “I’m going to do really well on this test.”



TEST TAKING STRATEGIES

MANAGE THE TEST—DON’T LET IT MANAGE YOU

•Manage your time…keep an eye on the clock.

• Dump information…jot down mnemonic device, math formula, quick 

list so you don’t have to worry about remembering it later.

• Prioritize…if the point values are on the test, make sure to spend 

time on sections worth more points.



TEST TAKING STRATEGIES

• Read the directions and questions carefully.

• Do the easy questions first…scan the entire test first to see what 

types of questions are on it, and how many points each part is 

worth.  Easy first, high value next, skip (but circle) questions you 

don’t know how to answer, go back over entire test to check work.  

Sometimes looking over test later gives you a clue about the 

questions you originally skipped.



TEST TAKING STRATEGIES

•Go with your gut…your first instinct is usually right.  Be sure you 

have a really good reason to change an answer.

•Watch out for careless errors…if you have time at the end of a 

test, go back over your answers, check your math, make sure the 

right letter was bubbled if using a computer sheet.  Make sure you 

write your name on your test!!!



TEST TAKING STRATEGIES
MULTIPLE-CHOICE CHECKLIST:

Read the entire question and all answers carefully

Underline key words or terms

Cross out answers you know are not true

Choose the answer that is most correct…make sure the others are wrong

Be careful of negatives (“All of the following are true except…) Change to “Which 

one is false?”

Make the best possible guess if you have to guess



TEST TAKING STRATEGIES
THE ESSAY TEST

• Read the directions and question carefully

•Organize your thoughts…jot down what you plan to write about 

either in a list or chart, make a quick outline and go for it.

• Be clear…Clear topic sentence and stick to one main idea per 

paragraph

• Use your time wisely…try to use 20% of the allotted time planning 

and the rest writing and reviewing your essay.



TEST TAKING STRATEGIES

AFTER THE TEST

• Look at your performance and reflect on what you’ve mastered, what 

you struggled with, and what you don’t really understand at all.

• If you need help—ask for it!

• Do what you can to address the areas you struggled so you can 

improve.
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