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Test-Taking Tips

You may know your course content inside and out, but unless you can “show what you know” under pressure, your marks won’t reflect that fact.  This handout provides some tips on how to prepare -- academically, physically and mentally -- for tests and exams.

General Advice 

1.  
Begin by using a good in-class note-taking system, such as the 4R method.  (See the Kwantlen Handout “The 4R Method of Note-Taking” for more information on this.)

2. This may sound obvious, but do your homework.  Exam questions often parallel homework questions.

3. If you’re struggling with a subject, ask for help -- early in the semester, before you fall behind.  Your instructor, other students and tutors at Kwantlen’s Learning Centres on the Surrey and Richmond campuses are all potential sources of help.

4. Find out as much as possible from the instructor or other students about what the exam will cover and the types of questions (multiple choice, essay, etc.) to expect.   

5. Attend classes regularly, but especially the ones near the end of the semester.  A lot of valuable content is often outlined in the last few classes.  

Reviewing

1. Review regularly.  If you spend some time each week reviewing your notes, you won’t be attempting to learn the entire semester’s work in one studying binge.  Because of the repetition involved, you’ll also be transferring information to your long-term memory.

2. Schedule extra time prior to an exam for test-directed review and planning. 

3. Don't study for too long at one time.  You'll learn and remember more if your study periods are short (two hours or less) and frequent and include regular breaks. 


4. Study your weakest areas first.  When you’re fresh, you’ll be better able to deal with difficult topics, and have more time to spend on them.

5. Aim for understanding, not just memorization.  You'll remember more and improve your grades considerably if you understand what it is you’re memorizing.

6. In addition to your own study time, form a study group.  Brainstorm possible test questions with your classmates, compare notes, and test each other on the material.

Mental and Physical Preparation

1. Do your best to maintain a regular sleep schedule while studying.  Experts say that one hour of study time when you’re well rested is worth two hours when you’re tired.  Consider getting up early to study rather than staying up late.

2. Don't rely on drugs before an exam.  Sleeping pills and tranquilizers may ease tension, but they also cause a loss of alertness and motivation.  Stimulants may increase alertness, but they also interfere with your ability to concentrate and think clearly.

3. Eat a light, well-balanced meal before a test.  When time is short, grab a high-energy snack such as a banana or granola bar.

4. Make sure you know the details about the exam, such as where it is, when it is, and what you need to bring with you.  Then arrive a few minutes early with supplies in hand.

5. Be aware of your anxiety level.  Remind yourself that some tension is natural and, in fact, beneficial:  it can keep you mentally and physically alert and motivated.  However, some students experience test anxiety:  their anxiety level is so high that they have a hard time thinking or remembering during a test.   If you think you experience this, it’s a good idea to see a Kwantlen Counsellor or attend one of our seminars on the subject.  There is also a Kwantlen handout on this subject, “Tips on Managing Test Anxiety”.

General Test-Taking Strategies

1. Arrive early and take a moment to relax and reduce your anxiety.  Avoid distractions.  Do not sit near a window, a friend, or anything or anyone who is physically distracting.

2. Immediately write down any relevant formulae, concepts, figures, or memory cues that will help you during the test.  Add to this list as inspirations come.

3. Listen carefully to instructions given by the instructor or invigilator, then read the directions very carefully.  This cannot be stressed strongly enough.  For example, you may discover that you only need to answer three out of the five essay questions.  Ask for clarification if you do not understand the directions.

4. Skim the whole exam.  Then, plan how you will use the time for the test.  Observe the point value of each section and figure out a rough time allowance accordingly.  Bring your watch and pay attention to the passing time.

5. Determine which test sections or questions you will tackle first.  It is generally best to first do the sections that are easiest for you as this can increase your confidence.  Don’t waste time lingering over questions you don’t know.  

6. If you aren’t penalized for wrong answers, guess and move on.  Change answers only when you are certain:  second-guessing yourself is certain can do more harm than good.

7. Don't race through the exam and don’t leave early.  Use extra time at the end to check for careless errors, re-visit any difficult questions you left unanswered, or proofread essay answers for grammar and spelling.  Make sure you answered all the questions!
And Finally ... 

Learn from your tests!  When one is returned, review it thoroughly to see where you can improve next time.  Test taking is a skill like any other and improves with practice.  Luckily, you’ll have many opportunities to practice in college!
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