Exam Strategies:

Prepare Effectively, Perform Your Best and Avoid Exam Anxiety  
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EXAM PREPARATION: How Do You Study for Exams?

Exams are a major part of your grade so how you prepare for them can greatly impact your success as a student. The first step in developing your exam preparation skills is to identify areas of improvement. Take a moment and think about the last time you prepped for an exam or test (it could be this term, last year or in high school). This exam preparation inventory allows you to see “where you are at” in terms of your exam preparation skills and where you need the most practice. Read each of the listed items below and check ‘yes’ or ‘no’ as it applies to your own personal exam performance and preparation. 
	
	Yes
	No

	1. Do you allow sufficient time to prepare for exams?


	
	

	2. Do you usually know what to study?


	
	

	3. Do you have a study method?


	
	

	4. Are you satisfied with the grades you make on exams?


	
	

	5. Do you know what kind of errors you make?


	
	

	6. Are you able to focus during tests?


	
	

	7. Do you enter a testing situation feeling mentally and physically prepared?


	
	

	8. Do you have a test-taking routine that you follow?
	
	

	9. Do you know how to take multiple-choice, true-false, and fill-in-the blank tests?


	
	

	10.  Do you know how to plan and write an essay exam?


	
	


Taking Inventory

The first step in preparing for an exam is to take an “inventory” of the exam and its materials, meaning you have to determine what this exam might look like in terms of content, questions and format. This requires you to gather all relevant materials, including course syllabus, class handouts, lecture notes, textbook readings, article assignments and lab reports. Reviewing all these materials will enable you to make decisions about which material to study in depth, exam format, instructor preferences and concepts which you struggle with and might seek out further assistance. This initial process in your exam preparation requires following the steps listed below:

1. Sizing Up Your Exam - Establishing a good understanding of the material that could be included on an exam requires you to ask yourself and answer the following questions.

a. *Will the questions be taken mainly from lectures, quizzes, textbook or other reading assignments?

b. *Is it a cumulative exam?

c. Do the questions focus on main themes, details or applications (theoretical scenarios)?

d. Do the questions require factual or analytical answers?

e. Will there be choices? (ie. you can choose to answer 2 out of 5 questions)

f. What important information will be given on the exam (important for math and science based courses)?
g. *What types of questions will be included on the exam?

h. *Is it a take-home or open book exam?

i. Does the instructor have any strongly held beliefs, values, opinions or perspectives?

j. *Ask someone who has previously taken the course for advice or insight.

k. *Look carefully over your lecture notes for exam hints or repeated themes. 

l. Attend a review session, if given. 

m. *Skim anything that the instructor had written on the board or emphasized. 

2. Review Previous Exams – It is important to try to get a hold of old exams and review the types of questions and concepts that are included to get an idea of what the exam might look like. If possible, try to get an old exam that was written by the same teacher. 
3. Review Original Notes – If you like to re-write your original class notes for legibility, go back and review those original notes that you took in class to ensure that nothing was missed. 

4. Summarize – Make summary notes from each lecture, textbook chapter and/or reading assignment. By the end of your inventory you should be able to condense all of your summary sheets into one concise double-sided sheet.
Study Plans

Pull out your academic timetable and fill in the study plan template on the proceeding pages and begin to create a study plan you think you will be able to follow: 

Study Location: Ask yourself and answer the following questions about your study location … 

· Where do you study?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· What is the environment like?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· What are some potential distractors that might take your focus away from studying?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· How can you eliminate those distractors?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Study Materials: This is a list of all the materials you are going to need to study for each course you will be writing an exam in during an exam period. 
	Course
	Materials Needed to Study … 

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Course Exam Descriptions: This is an overview of the exams you will be writing, when they are and your specific goals for each individual course. 

	Course
	Date of Exam
	Type of Exam
	Current Grade
	Desired Grade
	Study Details 

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


Study Timelines: This is your schedule for studying up until two days before your exams. 

	Day of the Week/Courses
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Bloom’s Taxonomy:

A classification of different objectives that educators set for students. Learning at the higher levels is dependent on having attained prerequisite knowledge and skills at lower levels.

Bloom’s Taxonomy “Levels” of Learning: 
1. Remember and Recognition – This is the first level of thinking requires you to recognize or recall an idea or fact. Questions of this level include words such as: define, describe, identify, label, list, match, name, state etc … 
2. Comprehension – This level requires the ability to construct meaning from the literal message in a communication. You should be able to understand the material and translate, interpret or extrapolate the information. Questions of this level include words such as: classify, describe, discuss, interpret, explain, give, paraphrase, summarize etc … 
3. Application – This level requires you to use your understanding of ideas or concepts correctly in a new and unknown situation or scenario. This type involves words like: apply, demonstrate, determine, compute, construct, solve, etc … 
4. Analysis – This level involves the ability to break the material down into its components and detect the relationships and organization of these different parts. Questions at this level make use of the words: analyze, categorize, compare, contrast, diagram, discriminate, distinguish, infer, outline, separate, subdivide etc … 
5. Evaluation – This level of thinking requires you to render a value judgment based on a set of criteria or standards. Questions in this level use appraise, conclude, critique, decide, defend, interpret, judge, justify, recommend etc…
6. Creation – This is the highest level in Bloom’s taxonomy and requires the ability to create a new produce from the understood material or concept. Questions at this level involve the words compile, compose, create, design, develop, devise, hypothesize, invent etc … 
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Strategies for Answering Different Types of Questions

Multiple Choice

Multiple choice questions are considered to be an objective form of assessment and are very popular for many professors because they are quick and easy to mark. These types of questions can be tricky though so make sure you read through the entire question first before circling your answer. Multiple choice questions consist of a “stem” which is the introductory questions or incomplete statement at the beginning of each item. The “stem” is then followed by the option. Options consist of the correct option and “distractors” which are the incorrect options.
Tips

· ​*Read the entire question thoroughly first and make sure you understand what is being asked
· *Try to answer the question before looking at the given answers (your first instinct is usually right!) (
· Ask yourself how many correct answers are there? Do the instructions say choose the correct answer or the BEST answer?

· *Answer the questions you know first; mark the ones you are unsure of and come back to them

· Take questions at face value – don’t get caught up looking for tricks (professors aren’t that mean!)

· Watch for double meanings within the sentence structure of the question

· Pay attention to absolutes in the answer – “never” or “all”, these are usually distractors which can deter you away from the correct option

· Options that contain unfamiliar terms are usually distracters
When In Trouble … 

· GUESS 

· If 2 answers are similar, have similar words, or have opposite meanings then choose one of them

· When in doubt – choose the longest answer 

· Rephrase the question in your own words

· Underline KEY words 

· Look for answers in other test questions

· Cross out the answers you are absolutely sure are incorrect 

· Never leave a question unanswered, unless there is a penalty for incorrect answer

True – False Questions
These questions can range in difficulty and although they appear easy to many students, professors are known to slip in tricks. For example, instead of simply circling the right answer you might have to rewrite the statement in the correct format to receive full marks. 

Tips

· There are generally more true questions than false questions

· Look for qualifiers (all, most, sometimes, rarely) because more often questions containing qualifiers are “TRUE”

· *Answers with always or never in the statement are usually false 

· Tentative words leave room for exceptions and tend to be true, such as seldom, sometimes, often, most, generally)
· *If ANY part of the statement is FALSE, then the whole thing is FALSE 

· Watch out for negatives or negative prefixes because they can confuse you as to what the question is actually asking you

These questions tend to be a little higher up on Bloom’s taxonomy of thinking and require you to actually verbalize in writing your answer to a question. When writing these types of answers ensure that you restate the key words included in the question into your answer and give direct, concise answers. 

Fill in the Blank
Tips

· *Look for grammatical hints (ie. a sentence beginning with “an” indicates that the word belonging starts with a vowel)
· Use the BEST word or phrase you can think of 

· *Pay attention to the allocation of marks per question. This will give you hints on how long or short your answer needs to be 

· Keep it short and sweet 

· Diagrams can often be helpful if you are struggling to verbalize your thoughts 

Essay Questions 
Tips

· *Read the entire exam first and estimate the time allotted per question based on the point allocation per question

· Keep the person who will be marking your paper happy – make your essay easy to read (use pen, double space and write legibly on one side of the paper) 

· Answer the easiest question first, this builds your confidence!

· *Read the directions carefully and do exactly what the questions ask

· *Plan your answer in advance – create a mini-outline including all the main points to be covered so that if you run out of time your work is still shown

· Get right to the point – don’t be fooled, a longer answer doesn’t necessarily mean more points

· If there is more than 1 essay question brainstorm each one first before writing

· Pay attention to the TYPE of question (ie. compare, discuss, contrast, prove, describe etc)
· If you run out of time, plan the rest of your response in point form

Sample Strategy for Essay Questions and Exams (remember to GROWL) 

GROWL Structure – This is a strategy you can use and follow for writing essay exams. 
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G – Glance over the entire exam before you begin. Read the directions, underline testing words and circle questions you do not fully understand. 

R – Review point allocations for each question and budget your time accordingly. 

O – Outline each question before you begin on a pre-essay page labeled as such and create a quick outline of your question (This will impress your professor or TA that is grading your exam!)

W – Watch for key testing words.

L – Look over your exam once before you turn it in! 

Key Words for Answering Essay Questions

Here is a quick list of those key words that can be included in essay questions that you need to pay particular attention to before you start formulating your answer. 
Analyze

Means to find the main ideas and show how they are related and why they are important.

Comment on
Means to discuss, criticize, or explain its meaning as completely as possible.

Compare
Emphasize similarities, but differences may be mentioned

Contrast
Stress differences

Criticize
Express your judgment as to the correctness or merit of the matters under consideration.

Define
Make a clear statement including all items which belong within the category you are defining, but excluding all items which do not belong.

Describe
Characterize the item from several points of view. (Sometimes this question may begin with the word “What”)

Diagram
Means to make a graph, chart, or drawing. Be sure you label it and add a brief explanation if it is needed.

Discuss
Outline the item completely, paying special attention to organization. Present pros and cons and illustrative details.

Enumerate
Means to list. Name and list the main ideas one by one. Number them.

Evaluate
Means to give your opinion or some expert’s opinion of the truth or importance of the concept. Tell the advantages and disadvantages.

Explain

This is similar to “discussing” but there should be greater emphasis on “how” and “why”. 

Illustrate
Means to explain or make it clear by concrete examples, comparisons or analogies.

Interpret
Means to give the meaning using examples and personal comments to make it clear.

Justify
Prove, or show the grounds for your conclusions. Try to present your evidence in a convincing form, (Sometimes, this appears as a “Why” or a “Prove” question.)

List

Name the items briefly, one after the other.

Outline

Summarize in the form of a series of headings and sub-headings.

� Kanar, C.C., (1991). The Confident Student. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin.





PAGE  
10

