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I N  S H O RT

Two things beat everything else: testing yourself instead of rereading, and spreading the same hours further apart. Veterinary

anatomy adds a third, because you learn every structure across six animal groups — once it is solid in one animal, mix the species

deliberately. It will feel worse and test better. Then practise in the format you will be examined in: a spot exam makes you produce

a name from an unlabelled specimen against a clock, with nothing to choose from, and atlas plates alone do not prepare you for it.

K E Y P O I N TS

1. Of ten study techniques reviewed by Dunlosky and colleagues, only two rated high utility: practice testing and distributed

practice.

2. Rereading and highlighting rated lowest — and they are what most students do. They raise familiarity without raising recall.

3. The best gap before a second look scales with the exam date: measured at 1, 11, 21 and 21 days for tests 7, 35, 70 and 350 days

away. It grows in days while shrinking as a share of the wait.

4. That study gave people one review, not a recurring cycle — so any repeating schedule, including the plan here, is a sensible

extrapolation rather than a proven one.

5. Retrieval practice and spacing combine, and that combination has been tested on anatomy material specifically.

6. Block first, then interleave. Mixing species too early gives you several half-learned animals instead of one you know.

7. Interleaving feels worse during the session and tests better afterwards. Judge a method by what you can produce a week

later, never by how the session felt.

8. A spot exam is cued recall against a clock — the pin is the cue, but you supply the name, with nothing to choose from. That is a

different skill from picking the right option on a paper. Practise on unlabelled images and your own lab photographs, timed.

9. Hesitation counts too. Sort by speed as well as accuracy, with the speed set by your own exam’s station length.

10. Terminology is language learning — ten minutes a day from week one, not a block at the end.
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About the images

Six of the seven figures were drawn for this guide rather than photographed from a book, and each states the source of the data it

presents. The fourth is a genuine reproduction — a real coloring-book page, included because you need to see the page format the

“cover the key” method works on. On a phone, tap any figure to open it full size: they are detailed enough that they shrink below

comfortable reading size on a small screen. Nothing in them is only in them — every figure’s content also appears as text or a table

nearby, so you lose nothing by skipping them. Every figure is credited beneath it.

What you should be able to do after reading this

Name the two techniques with the strongest evidence · explain why rereading feels productive and is not · work out your own review

interval from your exam date · turn any labelled plate into a test in thirty seconds · say when to block and when to interleave species ·

describe how a spot exam differs from a written paper and prepare differently for each · apply the same identification drill to histology

slides · run a group session that earns its hour · and follow a six-week schedule that costs about four hours a week.

If you only do one thing, start here

1. Take any labelled plate and cover the key. 2. Name every number out loud before you look. 3. Sort what you got into three piles —

clean, slow, wrong. 4. Put the wrong pile back in front of you tomorrow, the slow pile in a few days, the clean pile next week. 5. Once a

structure is solid in one animal, start mixing species. That is the whole method; everything below is why it works and how to run it. Jump

straight to the six-week plan →

Most advice on how to study veterinary anatomy comes down to a list of activities: draw diagrams, make flow charts, discuss with friends,

watch videos. All reasonable. None of it tells you the two things that decide whether any of it works — whether you are producing the

answer or recognising it, and how far apart your sessions are. Those two variables have been measured, repeatedly, and they matter more

than which activity you pick.

The short answer. Study veterinary anatomy by retrieving names from unlabelled images rather than rereading labelled ones, checking every

answer, revisiting each topic after a gap of days to weeks rather than all at once, comparing the same structure across species, and

rehearsing in the format your exam actually uses. Use an atlas to test yourself, not to read.

The rest of this guide is that answer with the evidence behind it, and adapted, because veterinary anatomy is not ordinary anatomy. You are

not learning one body. You are learning the same structure in a dog, a cat, a horse, a pig, a ruminant and a bird, under Latin names, and then

being asked to produce its name from a grey, fixation-distorted specimen with a numbered pin in it and a clock running. Generic study

advice is written for none of that.

01 Why veterinary anatomy is harder than it looks

The volume is not really the problem. Plenty of subjects are large. What makes this one different is that the material is multiplied along axes a

normal study guide never has to think about.
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Fig 1 — Three multipliers, not one long list. Seven body regions × six animal groups is already 42 combinations before anything clinical is

added — and that structure is not invented here, it is how both standard student aids divide their material. (They are groups, not species:

ruminant and avian each cover several.) On top sit two further loads: a Latin vocabulary maintained as an international standard, and an exam

format that makes you produce the name under time pressure rather than recall at leisure. Each one needs a different kind of practice.

Diagram — Vet-eBooks.com, drawn for this guide. Region and group counts from the contents structure of Saunders Veterinary Anatomy Flash Cards , 2nd ed. and the

Saunders Veterinary Anatomy Coloring Book .

Those seven regions are worth writing down, because they are the unit almost everything else in this guide is organised around. Both

standard student aids divide the body exactly this way, and most regional courses and atlases use something close to it — check yours

against the list and adjust:

The seven body regions

1 · the head and ventral neck · 2 · the neck, back and vertebral column · 3 · the thorax · 4 · the abdomen · 5 · the pelvis and

reproductive organs · 6 · the forelimb · 7 · the hind limb. Learn which one you are in at any moment. A structure filed under a region is far

easier to retrieve than one floating free, and “what else is in this region?” is one of the most productive questions you can ask yourself.

Set out as a comparison, the mismatch between generic study advice and what this subject asks is easier to see — and each row implies a

different fix.

WHAT A GENERIC

STUDY GUIDE

ASSUMES

WHAT VETERINARY ANATOMY ACTUALLY ASKS WHAT THAT CHANGES ABOUT HOW YOU STUDY

One species. Six groups at minimum — dog, cat, horse, pig, ruminant and bird, where

ruminant and bird each cover several species — plus exotics. The two

standard student aids both cover exactly those six.

You are not learning a structure. You are learning a

structure and how it varies, which means practice has to

include the comparison, not just the parts.

Terms are English with

a few Latin leftovers.

Every structure carries a Latin name maintained as an international

standard, and clinical vocabulary adds a second layer from Greek.

Part of your revision is vocabulary learning. It behaves

like a language, so it needs the same treatment: little,

often, and out loud.

You will be asked to

recall and explain.

You will also be asked to identify — a numbered pin in a specimen you

have never seen, and you must produce the name with nothing to

choose from.

That is cued recall, not recognition, and it is a separate

skill from labelling a diagram. Practise it on unlabelled

images and real specimens, timed.

Your material is a

textbook.

Your material is a textbook, an atlas, a dissection room and a set of

prosections that are only available a few hours a week.

Lab time is the scarcest resource you have. It should be

spent identifying, never reading — the reading belongs

to the night before.
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WHAT A GENERIC

STUDY GUIDE

ASSUMES

WHAT VETERINARY ANATOMY ACTUALLY ASKS WHAT THAT CHANGES ABOUT HOW YOU STUDY

Anatomy is a subject

you pass and move on

from.

It is the substrate for surgery, imaging, clinical exam and every regional

block you will ever do.

The target is not the exam in ten weeks. It is still knowing

this in year five, which changes how widely you space.

02 What the evidence actually says

In 2013 a group led by John Dunlosky reviewed the evidence behind ten study techniques and graded each for general utility — not by

opinion, but by how consistently it helped across ages, abilities, materials and test formats. It remains the most useful single answer to “what

should I actually do?”, and the result is uncomfortable.

Fig 2 — Ten techniques, three tiers. Only two reached the top tier: practice testing and distributed practice. Three came out moderate. Five

— including rereading and highlighting, which between them account for most of what students actually do — came out low, and for different

reasons: some help only in narrow conditions, some depend on the material, some are simply inefficient. Low utility does not mean no benefit.

What the two dashed boxes share is the failure that matters here — they raise how familiar material feels without raising how reliably you can

produce it.

Diagram — Vet-eBooks.com, drawn for this guide. Ratings from Dunlosky J, Rawson KA, Marsh EJ, Nathan MJ, Willingham DT (2013), Psychological Science in the Public

Interest 14(1):4–58.

The same ten, with what each one means once you are holding an atlas rather than a psychology paper:

TECHNIQUE VERDICT WHAT IT MEANS FOR ANATOMY

Practice testing

quizzing yourself

HIGH The single highest-value thing you can do. Cover the key on any labelled plate and name the structures before you

look.

Distributed practice

the same hours, spread out

HIGH Same total time, more sessions, further apart. Costs nothing and changes what survives to the exam.

Elaborative

interrogation

asking “why is that true?”

Moderate “Why does the horse have no clavicle?” Anatomy has a functional answer far more often than students expect.
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TECHNIQUE VERDICT WHAT IT MEANS FOR ANATOMY

Self-explanation

saying how it connects

Moderate Especially useful where an answer key gives you a letter and no reasoning — you supply the explanation yourself.

Interleaved practice

mixing topics in one

session

Moderate The species multiplier makes this unusually valuable here: mixing animals is the thing the exam will do to you.

Summarisation Low Writing your own notes feels productive and mostly reorganises material without testing you on it.

Highlighting and

underlining

Low Marks the page, not the memory. If you highlight, do it once and then quiz from the marks.

Keyword mnemonic Low Rated low as a general strategy — but see the note below on where mnemonics do earn their place in anatomy.

Imagery for text Low Imagining described scenes. Not the same thing as drawing a structure, which is a different activity.

Rereading

the strategy students

report most

Low The commonest revision method there is, and the clearest example of the fluency trap: the page gets more familiar

every pass while your ability to produce it unaided does not move.

A fair word about mnemonics

The technique rated low is the keyword mnemonic — linking a term to a sound-alike word and a mental image — judged as a general

study strategy. It is not the same thing as the acrostics students actually use for ordered lists (carpal bones, cranial nerves), which the

review did not evaluate at all. So acrostics for genuinely arbitrary sequences are perfectly reasonable, and this evidence neither backs

them nor condemns them. Where a structure has a functional reason for being where it is, asking why will beat inventing a rhyme.

Two further findings matter here. First, retrieval practice and spacing are not alternatives — they combine, and the combination has been

tested on anatomy material specifically rather than on word lists. Second, the act of retrieving is itself a learning event — the effort of

dragging a name out of memory is part of what makes it easier next time. That is not an argument against checking your answer: the review

found practice testing with feedback the safest recommendation, and feedback matters most exactly where you got it wrong.

03 Turn the atlas into a test

Practice testing sounds like it needs materials you do not have. It does not. Every labelled plate you already own is a test the moment you

cover the key — and that single change moves the activity from the bottom tier to the top one.
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Fig 3 — The same plate, used as a test. Four steps, and the fourth is the one people skip. Sorting by how the retrieval went is what turns a pile

of cards into a schedule: material you named cleanly comes back in about a week, material you hunted for comes back in a few days, and

anything blank or wrong comes back tomorrow. Note that hesitation counts too: sort on speed as well as accuracy, and set the speed you

demand from your own exam — station lengths differ widely between schools, from about a minute to five.

Diagram — Vet-eBooks.com, drawn for this guide. Method after the retrieval-practice literature; the three-interval sort is the standard spaced-repetition

arrangement.

Here is what one of those pages actually looks like. The format matters, because it is what the method operates on: an illustration with

numbered lead lines, and a numbered key sitting beside it.

Fig 4 — A page built for exactly this. The key lists all eighteen structures on the original page; the panel shown here carries lead lines 1–8 —

the tooth itself — because the two muscle panels below it are cropped away so this stays legible at article width. So use it as an eight-item

test: cover the left-hand column, name 1 to 8, then uncover it and you have your marking scheme. Then colour what you named correctly,

which forces you to commit to where each boundary runs — the periodontal ligament and the alveolus are much harder to shade than to point

at. For the anatomy behind this plate, see the canine skull and dental anatomy guide.

Image — Saunders Veterinary Anatomy Coloring Book (2011), Elsevier, Figure 1-8. Reproduced for educational reference.

Not all self-testing is equal, though. “Name the number” is the easiest kind and the one everyone defaults to. These six question types cover

what the different assessments actually ask, and you can write any of them in about a minute:
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QUESTION TYPE WHAT IT DRILLS EXAMPLE YOU CAN WRITE IN A MINUTE

Name the number Cued recall — the spot-exam skill. Cover the key on any numbered plate. Name all eighteen.

Blank map Free recall, with no cue at all — harder

again.

Print the plate with the key and the numbers removed. Label it from nothing.

Which species? The comparison the exam actually

tests.

“This stomach has four compartments and a groove — which animal, and which

compartment am I pointing at?”

What is next to it? Topographic relations, which vivas live

on.

“What lies deep to the masseter? What crosses it?”

So what? The clinical hook that makes a fact

stick.

“Why does that nerve matter when I block this foot?”

Why is the wrong one

wrong?

Discrimination, for single-best-answer

papers.

Take any MCQ you got right and justify rejecting the other three options.

If your material is a book, you cannot sort it into piles

Which is the obvious objection to everything above, and it has a dull answer that works: keep a miss list instead. One line per structure

you could not name, with the date and the page. Tomorrow you re-test yesterday’s lines; each time one comes back cleanly, move it

down the page rather than crossing it out, and re-test the bottom of the list weekly. A page of A4 per body region is enough. The pile is

not the mechanism — reviewing your misses sooner than your successes is the mechanism, and a dated list does that perfectly well.

One more practical question, because “short sessions” is useless without a number. Pick a chunk small enough to test, check and correct in

one sitting, and stop while you can still concentrate — for most people that lands somewhere around half an hour, but it is a matter of

attention and workload, not an optimum anyone has measured. What the evidence does support is the spreading: given a fixed number of

hours, put them on more days rather than fewer.

04 How far apart to space reviews

Distributed practice is the other high-utility technique, and it is the cheapest improvement available to anyone: the same total hours,

arranged differently. The obvious question is how far apart — and on that there is one unusually direct piece of evidence.

Cepeda and colleagues taught more than 1,350 people a set of facts, gave them one review after a gap, and then tested them once. By

varying both the gap and the delay before the test, they could read off the gap that produced the best final score at each horizon. Those

numbers are worth having exactly rather than in summary:



9 / 18vet-ebooks.com

Fig 5 — The measured gaps, not a rule of thumb. Four test delays were tested directly, including a 70-day one — ten weeks, a normal

semester. The best gap before the single review was 1, 11, 21 and 21 days for free recall. Read the direction carefully, because it is counter-

intuitive: the gap grows in absolute time as the exam moves away while shrinking as a proportion of the wait. The red panel is the limit that

matters — every participant had one study session and one review, so this tells you when to place your second pass, not how often to repeat

one.

Diagram — Vet-eBooks.com, drawn for this guide. Values read from Cepeda NJ, Vul E, Rohrer D, Wixted JT, Pashler H (2008), Psychological Science 19(11):1095–1102 —

the reported optimal gaps for retention intervals of 7, 35, 70 and 350 days.

TIME UNTIL THE

TEST

MEASURED BEST GAP

BEFORE THE REVIEW

AS A SHARE OF

THE WAIT
WHAT TO DO WITH IT

1 week

7 days — a lab quiz

1 day

same for free recall and

recognition

about 14% Short horizon, short gap. This is the one case where studying on consecutive

days is close to the measured optimum.

5 weeks

35 days — a mid-block

test

11 days

7 days for recognition

about 31% A second look a week and a half later beat both cramming and reviewing the

next day.

10 weeks

70 days — end-of-

semester paper

21 days

7 days for recognition

about 30% Three weeks. Almost nobody leaves a topic alone that long on purpose, and

almost nobody waits that little either — the usual gap is ten weeks.

1 year

350 days — finals or a

licensing exam

21 days

same for both test types

about 6% The gap stops growing while the horizon keeps growing, which is why a year-

long target needs more passes rather than longer waits.

What this evidence does not say

Every participant studied once, reviewed once, and was tested once. So the study establishes when to place a second pass. It did

not test a repeating every-N-weeks cycle, and it measured no number of passes — so any recurring schedule built on it, including the

six-week plan later in this guide, is a practical extrapolation rather than a finding. Use the measured gap to place your second look,

then widen the interval each time a topic comes back cleanly and shorten it when it does not. Let your own retrieval, not a table, set the

rhythm.
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Why it still changes what you should do

Even read conservatively, the numbers indict the usual pattern. For a ten-week horizon the best second look landed three weeks after

first study — not the night before, and not in the same week. The common approach, reading a topic in its lecture week and meeting it

again in revision fortnight, puts both exposures at the wrong end of the interval. Moving the second pass earlier costs nothing and is

the single change with the most evidence behind it.

05 Mixing species

Interleaving — mixing topics within a session instead of doing one at a time — was rated moderate in general. For veterinary anatomy it

deserves more weight than that, for a specific reason: the mixing is the material. When an examiner points at a stomach and asks which

species, they are testing exactly the discrimination that blocked practice never rehearses.

Fig 6 — Same cards, same time, different order. In a blocked run you stop having to work out which animal you are looking at, so recall

speeds up and the session feels productive. That help comes from the block, and there is no block in the exam. An interleaved run forces the

question the examiner will ask — which animal is this, and what is different here? — on every single card. It feels worse. That is not a reason to

avoid it.

Diagram — Vet-eBooks.com, drawn for this guide. Sequence arrangement after the interleaving literature; the species set is the six covered by the standard student

aids.

The order matters, though, and this is where enthusiasm goes wrong. Interleave too early and you get four half-learned animals instead of

one you know. The working rule: block while a structure is new, until you can retrieve its basic features in one animal, then mix from then on.

How much of that first pass you need is not settled — the review is explicit that the amount of initial practice required varies with the learner

and the difficulty of the material — so treat it as a judgement call, not a threshold. The first pass builds a picture. Every pass after that should

be making you distinguish.

Once you are mixing, add one question to every card: what would be different here in the ox? Our comparative anatomy guide is organised

for exactly this — the same structures set side by side across species, which is the comparison you are trying to build.

06 Drawing, colouring and dual coding

“Draw the diagrams” is the one piece of advice every study guide gives, and it is right — but only under a condition nobody states. Drawing

from memory is retrieval practice. Copying a picture while looking at it is not — that is tracing. No tier is being claimed for either, because

the review did not evaluate drawing or colouring at all; the distinction is simply whether you are producing the answer or copying it.

Copying is not worthless — it forces close observation, and tracing a course you cannot yet picture is a reasonable way in. It is preparation

rather than testing, so follow it with an unaided attempt. A useful sequence is to study the plate, close it, draw what you can, then open it and
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mark your own drawing in a different colour. What you left out is your review list — and drawing produces that list automatically, which is why it

is worth the time it costs.

Colouring works the same way and adds something drawing does not. You cannot colour a structure without deciding where its boundary

runs, and boundaries are precisely what gets skipped when you read. Where does the periodontal ligament stop and the alveolar bone

start? You can read that page ten times without ever committing to an answer. You cannot colour it without committing.

How to use a colouring book so it is not just colouring

Cover the numbered list. Name every number out loud. Then uncover, correct yourself, and colour in — using one colour per structure

and filling the matching box in the key, which is the colour-code system the book itself describes. The colouring is the reward and the

consolidation. The naming, done first and unaided, is the part that teaches.

07 The terminology load

A large part of what feels like difficulty in first-year anatomy is not spatial at all. It is vocabulary. Musculus extensor carpi radialis is not a hard

structure — it is a carpal extensor on the craniolateral surface of the antebrachium — but the name is several Latin words doing three different

grammatical jobs, and nobody ever explains that. Where a species carries two of them, as the cat does, they are distinguished as longus and

brevis.

Treat it as language learning, because that is what it is, and the same two techniques apply: short daily sessions rather than a block, and

retrieval rather than reading. Ten minutes a day from week one is enough. Ten hours in the last fortnight is not, because vocabulary is exactly

the kind of material that decays without spacing.

Two rules save disproportionate amounts of time. Learn the noun with its adjectives, not in isolation — learn regio once and regio frontalis,

regio temporalis and regio masseterica all become readable. And learn what the parts do, so that a genitive like carpi is understood as “of

the carpus” rather than memorised as a syllable.

Both are covered properly in the companion guides: how the words are built in Latin and Greek roots in veterinary anatomy, and the

directional vocabulary — cranial, caudal, dorsal, palmar — in anatomical planes and directional terms. Both are worth reading in week one

rather than week six, because everything else is written in them.

08 Histology and the rest of the course

“Anatomy” on most veterinary timetables is not only gross anatomy. It usually carries histology — the same structures seen down a

microscope — and often a share of embryology too. Students frequently treat histology as a separate subject requiring a separate

approach. It is not a different subject, but nor is it simply the spot exam at higher magnification.

A slide test asks you to look at an unfamiliar section and say what it is, which shares the rapid-identification core of a spot exam — so the

same drill transfers: practise on unlabelled images, timed, and sort by how the retrieval went. It adds demands the spot exam does not,

though: navigating magnification, reading stain and tissue architecture, and telling a genuine feature from a sectioning artefact.

There is one failure mode specific to histology and it is worth naming, because it is the exact analogue of learning the atlas instead of the

specimen. Students memorise the particular slide images their course showed them rather than the features that identify the tissue. A

different section of the same organ, cut at a different angle or stained a little differently, then becomes unrecognisable — and slide exams

very deliberately use sections you have not seen.

The two-feature rule for histology

For every tissue, write down two features that separate it from its nearest look-alike, and learn those rather than the whole picture.

Not “ileum looks like this” but “ileum versus jejunum: what is different, and what would I check first?” It is the same discrimination drill as

asking why each wrong option in a written question is wrong, and it is what makes an unfamiliar section identifiable. Start at low power

and orient yourself — which organ, which layers, in what order — before going anywhere near high power.

Practically, histology also fits the spacing schedule better than almost anything else on the course, because a slide is small: a set of images

on a phone is genuinely reviewable in the ten minutes you would otherwise spend scrolling.
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09 The three tools, and what each is for

Method beats materials, and nothing on this list will help if it is used passively. But each of these three does one job well, and between them

they cover the techniques with the best evidence. What follows is what each one actually is — from reading them, not from their covers.

THE TOOL WHAT IT IS, EXACTLY THE TECHNIQUE IT SERVES ITS LIMIT

Saunders

Veterinary

Anatomy Flash

Cards

Singh · 435 cards

Front: an illustration with numbered lead lines, its

body region, and a species icon. Back: the

answer key, plus notes. Some cards carry a

question whose answer is on the reverse.

Practice testing, and interleaving —

the species icon exists so you can

regroup the deck by animal, which is

exactly the mixed-species drill.

A deck only works if you sort it by how

you performed. Shuffled and reread, it

becomes flat rereading with extra

steps.

Saunders

Veterinary

Anatomy Coloring

Book

~300 illustrations

Line drawings taken from Dyce, Sack and

Wensing, Evans and de Lahunta, and Miller’s,

stripped to black and white. Numbered lead lines

key to a numbered list. Six animal groups, the

same seven regions as the cards.

Active elaboration — you cannot

colour a boundary without deciding

where it runs, so the choice does the

teaching.

Colouring while looking at the answer is

tracing. Cover the list first, name the

structure, then colour it.

300 Questions &

Answers in

Anatomy &

Physiology

for veterinary nurses

Single-best-answer questions with four options,

in the “which ONE of the following” style, with the

answers as a bare letter key at the back.

Practice testing in the format written

papers use, and the discrimination

drill.

The key gives a letter and no

explanation. That is a limitation, and also

an opportunity: supply the reasoning

yourself and you have turned it into self-

explanation.

The two Saunders books are worth pairing deliberately: they use the same six animal groups and the same seven body regions, so a region

you have worked through in the coloring book maps directly onto the corresponding block of cards. That makes it straightforward to run the

region twice in two different modes — colour it in one session, quiz the deck in the next — which is spacing and retrieval in the same pass.

10 Practise the exam you are sitting

This is the section most study guides skip entirely, and it is where prepared students still lose marks. Anatomy is examined in several formats,

and they test genuinely different skills. Preparing for all of them the same way guarantees that at least one goes badly.

Fig 7 — Four formats, four skills. The spot exam makes you produce a name against a clock, from material you have not seen before. The

written paper is discrimination between plausible options. The viva is retrieval out loud, in sequence, while someone waits. The practical is

locating a structure with your hands in the right order. The red line on each card is the mistake that specific format punishes.

Diagram — Vet-eBooks.com, drawn for this guide. Preparation methods follow from the retrieval-practice principle of matching practice conditions to test

conditions.
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THE

ASSESSMENT
THE SKILL IT REALLY TESTS HOW TO PRACTISE IT

THE MISTAKE ALMOST

EVERYONE MAKES

Spot / tag exam

a numbered pin in

a specimen

Producing a name fast, from

a cue, on material you have

not seen before.

Unlabelled images and wet specimens against a timer. Photograph

the lab prosections and quiz yourself on your own photographs later.

Revising only from atlas

plates. A real specimen has

no colour coding and no

leader lines.

Written / MCQ

single best answer

Discriminating between four

plausible options.

Question banks — then say why each wrong option is wrong. Most

keys give a letter and nothing else, so the reasoning is yours to supply.

Treating “I recognised the

right answer” as evidence you

could have produced it.

Viva / oral

an examiner and a

specimen

Retrieving out loud, in

sequence, while someone

watches.

Say it to another person, and answer in the pattern the structure calls

for: course and distribution for a nerve or vessel; attachments, action

and innervation for a muscle; surfaces and articulations for a bone;

position, relations and function for an organ.

Revising silently for an exam

that is entirely spoken.

Practical /

dissection

find it and show it

Locating a structure with

your hands, in the right

order.

Prepare the approach before the lab: what is superficial to it, what you

cut through, what you must not cut.

Watching a groupmate

dissect and counting it as

practice.

The single highest-return trick in this article

Photograph the prosections in your own lab. Same tissue, same fixation, same lighting, same cuts, same demonstrator’s choices —

and unlike an atlas plate, no colour coding and no leader lines. A phone album of your own lab photographs, quizzed with the names

hidden, is the closest thing to a spot exam you can build, and it costs nothing but the two minutes at the end of each lab. Check your

school’s policy on photography in the dissection room first; where it is allowed, this is the most valuable material you will make all year.

If a licensing exam is what you are ultimately preparing for, the same principles scale up over a much longer horizon — see our NAVLE

preparation guide for how the spacing changes when the target is a year away rather than a term.

11 Using the dissection lab

Lab time is the scarcest resource in the whole course and the most commonly wasted. A few hours a week, non-repeatable, with material

you cannot take home — and it is routinely spent reading a manual at the bench, which is the one activity that does not need a cadaver.

Before: read the approach the night before, not at the bench. Know what is superficial to your target, what you will cut through, and what you

must not cut. Twenty minutes of preparation converts a whole lab from reading to doing.

During: identify out loud, name as you go, and photograph what you expose. Do the cutting yourself — watching a groupmate dissect is not

practice at dissecting, in exactly the way watching someone else answer a question is not practice at answering. If your group splits the

work, rotate, so everyone handles tissue.

After: within a day, write what you found from memory and compare it with the manual. That single retrieval attempt, made while the tactile

memory is fresh, is worth more than rereading the chapter twice.

Working through a body region at a time also fits the way the standard aids and most curricula are organised. If you are studying by system

rather than region, our guide to the body systems lays out the same material along that axis, and switching between the two views is itself a

useful retrieval exercise.

12 Studying with other people

Every study guide recommends group discussion, and every student has sat through a group session that achieved nothing. The difference

is not the group. It is whether anyone in the room is retrieving.

Reading a chapter together, or taking turns to explain while everyone else nods, is a shared version of rereading — and it adds a new hazard,

because hearing a good explanation feels exactly like being able to give one. The fluency trap works on groups as well as individuals, and in a

group it is harder to notice.

Used deliberately, though, other people give you two things you cannot manufacture alone. The first is a free examiner: one person holds the

key while the other names structures against a clock, and that is a spot exam or a viva simulation at no cost. Swap every ten minutes so both

of you are producing answers rather than marking. The second is explaining, which is retrieval plus elaboration — you cannot teach a
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structure without first producing it from memory and then working out how the parts connect. The person doing the explaining is the one

doing the retrieving, so the explaining should rotate rather than fall to whoever knows the topic best.

A focused one-hour group session

Everyone arrives having already studied the region — the group is not where you meet the material. Then: twenty minutes of paired

quizzing on unlabelled images, swapping roles · twenty minutes where each person teaches one structure or system to the others,

without notes · twenty minutes of the awkward questions nobody could answer, looked up together · and finish by writing down what

the group collectively could not do. That last list is everyone’s homework, and it is the part that usually gets skipped. Three twenty-

minute blocks is an hour; if you have booked two, spend the second hour studying separately in the same room rather than stretching

the group work to fill it.

13 What goes wrong

Six failure patterns account for most of the trouble students report. Every one has a recognisable symptom and a specific fix, and none of

them is about ability.

WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE WHY IT HAPPENS WHAT TO DO INSTEAD

The page feels familiar,

and you still cannot name

anything

Rereading builds recognition of the page, not retrieval of

the content. Fluency while reading is not the same signal as

retrieval when tested.

Never finish a session with the book open. End by writing what

you remember with everything shut.

You know it in the dog and

freeze on the horse

Everything was learned in one species and never

compared. In a blocked session your brain never had to ask

which animal it was looking at.

Interleave once a structure is solid in one species. Ask “what

would be different here in the ox?” every single time.

You can label the atlas but

not the specimen

Atlas plates are colour coded, idealised and consistently

oriented. A prosection is grey, distorted by fixation, and cut

at whatever angle the demonstrator chose.

Practise on your own lab photographs. They look exactly like

the exam because they are the exam material.

You leave the terminology

until last

It looks like vocabulary you can cram. It is a language, and

language does not respond well to cramming.

Ten minutes a day from week one. Learn the noun and its

adjectives together, never in isolation.

You reach the last

fortnight and start from

the beginning

Nothing was revisited, so nothing survived, and the whole

course has to be relearned at once.

Space from week one. The plan below uses about four hours a

week as a worked example; whether that is enough depends on

your curriculum and how much you already know.

You revise alone, then a

viva goes badly

Silent revision never rehearses the actual task: producing a

name, out loud, while someone waits.

Say answers aloud from week one, and get one person to ask

you questions each week.

Checkpoint

Cover the tables. Which two techniques rated highest, and which rated lowest? If your exam is ten weeks away, how far apart should

you revisit a topic? When do you switch from blocked to mixed species? What does a confident wrong answer tell you that a blank

does not? If those four came easily, the quiz below is the right next step.

14 A six-week plan

Everything above, arranged: five blocks of new material over five weeks, a sixth week with nothing new in it, and roughly four hours a week —

deliberately modest, because a plan you abandon in week three is worth nothing.

Five blocks, not the seven regions. The body has seven regions and this plan has five working weeks, so they do not map one-to-one, and

pretending otherwise would be the first thing to break. Do it the other way round: take whatever your course covers in the next six weeks and

cut it into five roughly equal blocks. For a term that runs head and neck through to the limbs, pairing works well — the two limbs make one

block, and the neck and back can travel with the thorax. What matters is that the blocks are equal enough that week five is not three times the

size of week one.
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WEEK NEW MATERIAL RETRIEVAL SPECIES WORK TERMINOLOGY

1 Block 1. Read once, then

close the book.

Build cards or cover-the-key plates for block

1. Sort into three piles.

One species only. Learn it properly

before comparing.

10 min/day: the ten

commonest roots.

2 Block 2. Block 2 cards. Plus the block 1 “blank” and

“slow” piles.

Add a second species for block 1

only.

10 min/day: directional terms.

3 Block 3. Block 3 · block 2 misses · a full pass of block 1. Mix species for block 1. Start

asking “what differs here?”

10 min/day: plurals and

genitives.

4 Block 4. Block 4 · misses from 2 and 3 · block 1 timed,

on unlabelled images.

Mixed species for blocks 1–2. 10 min/day: the terms in this

week’s block.

5 Block 5, and finish

reading.

All five blocks, worst piles first. Add a spoken

viva round with one other person.

Mixed species throughout.

Nothing blocked from here on.

10 min/day: revisit weeks 1–3,

not new words.

6 Nothing new. Timed spot-exam simulation on lab

photographs. Then only what you missed.

Mixed, timed, unlabelled. 10 min/day: the misses only.

Three things make this work, and all three are easy to drop. Every week reviews older material as well as new, which is where the spacing

lives. Species mixing starts late and then never stops. And week six adds no new content at all — it exists to convert what you know into what

you can produce, timed, on unlabelled material.

If your course carries histology as well, it needs a slot of its own rather than a share of the terminology ten minutes — the two compete, and

quietly losing one is how a whole component ends up unrevised. Either add a second short slot or alternate them day by day, which works

because both are small-chunk material that spaces well.

Adapt the numbers, not the shape. If your course runs ten weeks, widen the gaps and add passes; if you have three, compress them and

accept that less will survive to next year. The order — learn, retrieve, sort, revisit, mix, simulate — is the part that matters.

15 Quiz: test yourself

Eighteen questions on the evidence, the intervals, the species drill and the exam formats. Cover the answers first — which is, after all, the

entire point of the article.

1. Which two study techniques did Dunlosky and colleagues rate as high utility?Answer: Practice testing and distributed practice.

Everything else came out moderate or low.2. Rereading is the most commonly reported revision method. What tier did it fall into?Answer:

The low-utility tier — which does not mean it does nothing. It means the benefit is small and inconsistent, and that it builds familiarity with the

page faster than it builds your ability to produce the content unaided.3. Your exam is ten weeks away. When did the measured optimum put

your second look?Answer: About 21 days after you first studied it — the best gap at a 70-day test delay for free recall. Note the limit: the

study gave people one review, not a recurring cycle, so how many later passes you make is your judgement rather than its finding.4. As the

test moves further away, does the optimal gap get longer or shorter?Answer: Longer in absolute time, smaller as a proportion. The

measured optima were 1, 11, 21 and 21 days for test delays of 7, 35, 70 and 350 days — growing in days while falling from roughly a fifth of the

wait to about a twentieth.5. What is the fluency trap?Answer: Mistaking how easily material reads, or how smoothly a session goes, for how

well you will retrieve it later. Rereading and highlighting do it to a page; blocked practice does it to a session.6. Why does blocked practice

feel better than interleaved practice while you are doing it?Answer: Inside a block you never have to work out which species you are looking

at, so recall speeds up. That help comes from the block, and the block is absent in the exam.7. When should you switch from blocked to

interleaved practice?Answer: Once you can retrieve a structure’s basic features in one animal, so that you have something to compare

against. How much of that first pass you need is not settled by the evidence — it varies with the learner and the material — so judge it rather

than waiting to hit a fixed standard.8. How many animal groups do the standard student aids cover, and which?Answer: Six — canine, feline,

equine, porcine, ruminant and avian. They are groups rather than species: ruminant and avian each span several. Both the Saunders flash

cards and the coloring book use that set and the same seven body regions.9. In the three-pile sort, what sends a card to a shorter interval

besides a wrong answer?Answer: Slowness. Record a hesitant answer separately from a wrong one — and set the speed you demand from

your own examination, because station lengths differ widely between schools.10. Why is a confident wrong answer more useful than a blank

one?Answer: A blank tells you the material is missing. A confident error tells you something wrong is installed, which will keep producing the

same mistake until it is corrected explicitly.11. What single change turns colouring from passive to active?Answer: Cover the numbered list

first. Name the structure, then colour it. Colouring while reading the answer is tracing.12. An MCQ book gives you a bare letter key. What

should you do with a question you got right?Answer: Say why each of the other three options is wrong. That is the discrimination the paper

is testing, and the key does not supply it.13. Why will atlas plates alone not prepare you for a spot exam?Answer: The plate is colour coded,

idealised, consistently oriented and already labelled. The specimen is grey, fixation-distorted, cut at whatever angle the demonstrator

chose — and you have to supply the name yourself.14. What is the cheapest way to build spot-exam material that looks like the real thing?
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Answer: Photograph the prosections in your own lab and quiz yourself on those photographs. It is the same tissue, the same lighting and

the same cuts.15. How should terminology be scheduled?Answer: Ten minutes a day from week one, not a block at the end. It behaves like

language learning, and language does not respond to cramming.16. Why does a viva need different preparation from a written paper?

Answer: It tests retrieval out loud, in sequence, under someone else’s questioning. Silent revision never rehearses any of those three

things.17. Which kind of mnemonic did the review actually rate, and what follows for anatomy?Answer: The keyword mnemonic — a sound-

alike word plus a mental image — rated low as a general strategy. The acrostics students use for arbitrary ordered lists (carpal bones, cranial

nerves) were not evaluated at all, so use them freely for sequences that genuinely have no logic — and ask why wherever there is one.18. You

have four hours a week. What does the evidence actually support about dividing them?Answer: Spread them over more days rather than

fewer — that is the distributed-practice finding. The ideal session length is not something this research fixes; end each one with the book

shut and something written from memory.

16 Studying veterinary anatomy — frequently asked questions

Is veterinary anatomy hard?

It is large rather than conceptually difficult, and the size is structural: the same material has to be retrievable across six animal groups, in two

vocabularies, from unlabelled specimens, against a clock. Students who struggle are very rarely short of ability. They are usually using a

method — rereading and highlighting — that produces familiarity instead of recall.

How many hours a week should I put in?

The number matters less than the distribution. Four hours split across five short sessions beats four hours in one, because the gaps are doing

part of the work. If you are choosing between more hours and better-spaced hours, space them first.

Are flashcards actually worth it, or is that just marketing?

The format is not the point — the retrieval is. A card forces you to produce an answer before seeing it, and produces the sorting information

that tells you what to review next. Any method that does both works; cards just make it hard to cheat.

Should I use spaced-repetition software?

Something like Anki automates the schedule and the sorting, which is genuinely useful over a long horizon, and it is widely used in medical

and veterinary study. It is not required. Three physical piles, or the dated miss list above, implement the same principle, and a system you

actually use beats an app you set up once and abandon.

Does drawing help, or is it a waste of time?

Drawing from memory is retrieval practice with a spatial component, which is what anatomy needs. Copying while looking is not — that is

tracing, though it is still useful for observing closely before you test yourself. The rule of thumb: if the book is open you are preparing, not

testing.

How do I stop confusing the species?

Stop learning them separately. Once a structure is solid in one animal, deliberately mix: name it in the dog, then the horse, then the ox, and

say what changed each time. Confusion under mixed conditions is not failure — it is the drill working.

I have an exam in two weeks and I have not started. What now?

Accept a smaller target and pick the method with the best return per hour. Test yourself from day one instead of reading — do not read the

whole book first, that is the version that runs out of time. Cover keys, name structures, sort by what you miss, and revisit misses daily. And be

honest that this is damage control; the same hours spread over ten weeks would have been worth considerably more.

Do I need to memorise everything?

No, and trying to is one reason students drown. Prioritise by what is clinically load-bearing: structures you will block, cut, palpate, image or

damage. Ask your own curriculum what it examines — but the structures that keep appearing in clinical teaching are the ones worth the

deepest passes.
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