
 

 
 

The old question is whether we learn better and retain more with cramming or through gradual study.i  What 

does research show? 

And how about variety -- what happens when students alternate among several subjects during a study 

session?  Can they understand the material better than when they just study one subject? 

Survey 

What are your children’s reasons for delaying studying until the last minute? 

 The movie was just so good!  

 The homework isn’t that hard anyway; it’ll 

take me 45 minutes!  

 My teacher just gave out the project today. 

 The dog ate my class notes. 

 

Think Tank – Brainstorming practical ideas 

Gradual Study -- Adding Spacing 

Do you remember material more when you learn it 

gradually or all at once? 

What do you think of this report from the New York Times? 

Learning material is like packing a suitcase.  “If you cram it in quickly it holds its load for a while, then 

most everything falls out.”   

But “when the brain’s suitcase is packed carefully and gradually, it holds its contents for far, far longer.  

An hour of study tonight, an hour on the weekend, another session a week from now; such so-called 

spacing improves later recall, without requiring students to put in more overall study effort or pay 

more attention, dozens of studies have found.”ii  



Copyright © 2013 by Positive Parents Inc. All rights reserved. 

@Prntng_Prtnrs 

/ParentingPartnersEducation 

www.parentingpartners.com 

Have you noticed that?  Sometimes after cramming students look at the test questions and panic, because the 

material doesn’t even look remotely familiar.  

How can we move our children toward gradual study to improve their memory and test results?  How can 

your children manage their time better so that they can start studying sooner? 

Better Concentration -- Adding Variety 

Our minds work so rapidly that we can lose concentration when we’re studying a single subject.  Can we learn 

better while studying two subjects at once? 

What happens when students alternate among several subjects during a study session?  Can they understand 

the material better than when they just study one subject? 

Researchers at the University of South Florida taught a group of fourth graders four equations. The children 

who studied mixed problem sets instead of one equation “did twice as well, outscoring them 77 percent to 38 

percent.  The researchers have found the same in experiments involving adults and younger children.”iii 

So it can help to study several subjects at the same time.   Just avoid getting distracted by phone and social 

media interruptions! 

Ideas & Tools—How to get organized so that study projects start earlier 

Please see our newsletter on Time Management for some tools to get organized.  Look for some free charts at 

ParentingTools.org. 

Connect with other parents on this study skill and others: Sign up for the Parenting Partners workshops at 

your school and join the conversation on Facebook! 

                                                           
i
 “In education, cramming is the practice of working intensively to absorb large volumes of informational material in short amounts of 

time. It is often done by students in preparation for upcoming exams, especially at the last minute. Cramming is often discouraged by 

educators because the hurried coverage of material tends to result in poor long-term retention of material.” From Wikipedia 
ii
 NY Times September 6, 2010, “Forget What You Know About Good Study Habits” by Benedict Carey. 

iii
 Ibid. 
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Your students are probably learning some key skills for test preparation at school.  

 Do you know which skills they are learning?   

 How do they get ready for tests when they’re studying at home?   

Study skills are your students’ game plan for success.  You can coach them on some of these skills, so here are 

some ideas that other families have been using successfully. 

Survey 

 My children already have a great system for 

studying for tests.  

 I’d like to know more about how they get ready 

for tests. 

 I’d like to teach my children some skills to make 

their studying more effective.  

Think Tank – Test Preparation Ideas 

How to make class time count 

 Sit where you can see well and pay attention. 

College football teams often require their players to sit in the front row of all their classes.  Why? Their 

grades improve because sitting in front takes away distractions and improves concentration. 

 What supplies do you need for taking notes?  Do you have them ready to use? 

 

 Ask questions that help you understand the main points the teacher is presenting. 

Most teachers want discussion, not just lecture.  Ask some questions and get things going! 

How to study for tests -- reviewing and organizing your notes 

Tests are often covering a combination of class lectures and reading assignments. 

 Review your class lecture notes fairly soon after class. 
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 Highlight your notes so that you can study the main points. 

 Find the reading sections that match the class lecture – highlight the important points. 

 Make study notes or notes of the main points on 3x5 cards. 

Try to learn the main points first.   

 When you understand the main points then the details will be easier to remember.   

 If the material doesn’t really make sense to you, you won’t remember it well.   

 So focus on understanding before memorizing. 

Study the more difficult material first, when you have the most energy.   

How to improve your memory for better test results 

Teach the main points to someone else!  Let them ask you questions. 

 “Tell me and I forget, teach me and I may remember, involve me and I learn.”  Benjamin Franklin 

When we teach material –which is to say, we talk it through with someone else—it certainly improves our 

understanding and memory.  That makes it easier to apply the material in a test situation, class discussion, or 

project. 

 Talk through the main points with your parent or study buddy. 

 They should ask you questions or test you on the material.  When you explain things in your own words 

your memory will improve.   

 Are there review questions at the end of the chapter or practice tests?  Try practice answering those 

questions. 

Don’t lose sleep!  If you get your right amount of sleep, then your memory and concentration will be better.  

Getting sleep is a better strategy than staying up too late cramming in a few more factoids. 

Take short breaks during your study time.  When you move around you keep up your energy and the blood 

flow to your brain. 

Water yourself.  Being well hydrated helps your brain work at its best.  Waters and juices are great.  

Caffeinated drinks don’t provide that benefit; they pick you up, and then make you feel like you’ve crashed.   

Don’t worry about it. When you have learned the material, then relax and have some fun!  That will give you 

confidence that you’ve done a good job studying.  You’ll do better on the test with a relaxed, positive attitude.  

Worries are a waste of energy. 
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Study skills are your students’ game plan for success.  You can coach them on some of these skills, so here are 

some ideas that other families have been using successfully.  We started with some ideas last week – here are 

some more! 

Think Tank – Test Preparation Ideas 

Visual learners  

Test information sticks better for visual learners when 

they get creative by drawing something that relates to 

the information they are studying.  

 Use flow charts and diagrams.   

 Draw doodles and pictures.   

Learn from your old tests 

Spend a few minutes with a previous test.  Which 

questions tripped you up?  Was it the way that teacher gave the instructions?  Does the teacher do multiple 

choice tests where all the answers sound similar? 

What can you learn about the teacher or test writer that will help you understand their approach better? 

Do you need to read the directions more carefully? 

Did you change answers, and then you discovered that your first answer was actually right?   

Learn from practice tests 

What kind of questions does your teacher ask on tests?  Ask your teacher and former students. 

Then as you study your notes imagine what kind of questions the teacher may ask.  Write down some 

questions that occur to you.  You’ll be making your own practice test. 

Avoid drama 

You’re ready for the test!  Now all that can throw you off is reading your Twitter and seeing someone criticize 

you or pick on you.  Turn it off –avoid the drama.   
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Ideas & Tools—Celebrate together! 

Parents—when your students have completed studying for the day, or completed a paper or project, take 

some time for family fun.  It can be just talking with you about whatever they’re interested in, playing a game, 

or just running around the house.   

That creates a positive reward for their studying, and increases their motivation.  They’ll feel more positive 

about learning and feel more confident about their progress in school. 

Celebrating together helps your students clear their minds and get ready for bed, or ready for the next project. 

 

Ideas & Tools—Thrive by bouncing back! 

To really prepare our children to succeed, we need to guide them through disappointments.  How can they 

learn to pick themselves up after a disappointing test result or class grade? 

Our children learn from failure and frustrations, right? Should we shield them and protect them from all 

adversity?  Maybe it’s more valuable for them to learn resilience – the power to recover from difficulties and 

rebound from disappointments! 

Researchers asking, “How do parents prepare their children for success in college and the workplace?” are 

focusing on character qualities such as resilience, persistence, self-control, curiosity, grit, and honesty.  

“Character, even more than IQ, is what leads to real and lasting success.  Overcoming adversity is what 

produces character.”1 

How can you walk your children through this process? 

 

What ages or school levels do these skills apply to? 

Most of these skills were contributed by college students. 

Do you notice how well they apply to High School students?  How about Middle/Jr. High?  They apply well 

there, and also to elementary students. 

What’s the point?   

When your students learn great study skills early, they will be able to use them all the way through 

their school careers! 

                                                           
1
 Paul Tough, How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity and the Hidden Power of Character, (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012). Cited in  

The Wall Street Journal, 9/8/12, p. C3. 
 

https://twitter.com/Prntng_Prtnrs
https://www.facebook.com/ParentingPartnersEducation
http://www.parentingpartners.com/


 
 

 
 

We want our children to do well in school so that they have choices after high school—including the option of 

going to college.  How can parents contribute to motivating their children to do well in school and have some 

great choices for their future? 

Do your children know how much more they can earn with a college degree?  Will they feel motivated by a 

million dollars?   Americans with a master’s degree earn almost twice as much as high school graduates--

$1,200,000 more. 

Survey 

What distracts your students from their study 

time?  

 Video games 

 Sports 

 Friends 

 TV 

 Other ___________________ 

 

Think Tank—Brainstorming practical ideas 

What are some ways that you can empower your children to choose priorities that lead to a better future?  

How can you help them develop strong priorities that will continue throughout their school and work career? 

What are some ways that you can model and demonstrate how to choose wise priorities? 

 

Research—how our earnings grow with education 

Remember that million dollar motivation? Here are the average lifetime earnings in the U.S.: 

 $1.3 million for the average high school graduate. 

 $2.1 million for the average college graduate with a bachelor’s degree. 

 $2.5 million for the average college graduate with a master’s degreei. 
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One reason that college graduates earn more is that they have an easier time getting a job.   Unemployment 

rates for college graduates are half the national rate.  When the national unemployment rate was 8.4%, it was 

4.2% for college graduates.  But it was 13.1% for those without a high school diploma!ii 

Think Tank—Vision for college 

What are some simple ways parents can create vision for college?  Here are some ideas that many parents are 

using: 

 

Hang out on a college campus! 

Do you have a college campus near your home?  A powerful strategy for building vision for college is 

just spending some family time on campus, even during the weekend.  We do this just to let our kids 

feel that they belong there – that it’s part of their lives. 

 

Study on a college campus! 

One of our Family Leadership staff, Shoua Yang, says, “During high school, I used to study with friends 

at the University library and Student Union. I used their library resources to complete projects. Seeing 

real college students helped me envision college for myself.” 

 

What are some things to do on a college campus? 

 Concerts.  Most college music departments have some great performances for free. 

 Sports.  Seats to football games may cost a fortune at many colleges, but many other sports events are 

free for the family. 

 Recreation.  Many families walk around campus, go bowling at the Student Union, etc. on weekends.   

 Science, arts, culture.  Does your local college have a planetarium, art gallery, theatre?   

 

College visits and exposure 

Many of our school districts have a college champion – someone who organizes college tours for middle and 

high school students.  Sometimes it’s a counseling department, or someone else with a passion to get students 

into college. 

 

One of our communities has the “Ivy League Project.”  All of the students in the project are middle and high 

school students who are becoming the first college students in their families.  They do monthly training events 

and spring tours of colleges. A high percentage of their students successfully graduate from college! 

                                                           
i
  Brian Burnsed, How Higher Education Affects Lifetime Salary, US News, August 5, 2011. 
ii
 “How Unemployment Rate for College Graduates vs. Non-Degree Holders Affects Cities and Communities” , IQS Research, Louisville 

KY, 2013. 


