
Preparing for Exams1

Dig a well before you are thirsty. 

--Chinese Proverb 

 Are you overcome by test anxiety? Do your palms sweat? Do your hands shake? 

Do your thoughts become a blur? Or do you stay cool as a cucumber and still get grades 

that aren't so hot? Whether you're nervous but knowledgeable or fearless but failing, the 

solution is the same. This learning package shows how preparation can give your test 

scores a boost. 

 Students tend to think of exams and tests as being among the trials of life, ordeals 

that can't be escaped and must somehow be survived. They look forward to tests with fear 

and often are upset both before and during an exam. This negative, fearful attitude is 

unfortunately reinforced by the fact that grades depend on exams. The grade on your 

exam is to you what the financial bottom line is to a corporation. Both are used as a 

measure of success. Although some students learn far more than their grades indicate, in 

general if solid learning took place, the grade will be respectable perhaps 9.5 times out of 

10. However, the student who is not prepared and not doing very well can easily feel that 

the exam is an axe ready to cut him down and out of academic life. 

 There is really no need, in most cases, for taking this attitude toward exams. If you 

have developed good study habits, you should do well enough to have no fear of 

"flunking out," and you should look forward to an exam with confidence and anticipation. 

The test, after all, gives you a chance to show how much you know and to receive your 

reward for the studying you have been doing. The exams that come early in a course are 

opportunities to learn something about your study habits and to correct any deficiencies 

in them. By profiting from them, the student is in a much better position to study 

                                                 

1Taken from How to Study in College, 4th edition (Houghton Mifflin, Arizona, 1989) 
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effectively for the final examination and to do well on it.  

 One of the nasty things about exams is that students frequently "blow up" and get 

so tense and unnerved that they don't do their best. They forget things they knew just an 

hour before, make silly mistakes, and lose all sense of what is important and unimportant. 

TEST ANXIETY 

 Doing poorly on a quiz or an exam is frequently blamed on test anxiety, a 

phenomenon that one student summed up in the following way: "I get so uptight when the 

test sheet is handed out that I totally blank out and can't come up with answers that I 

know that I know." A frightening situation, to be sure, but why are test-anxious students 

so convinced that they actually knew the right answers?  

The Cause

 Immediately after an exam, many students take a look at their textbooks and 

lecture notes and find the right answers highlighted or underlined. These were the ideas 

that they studied, the facts and principles that they read and reread. Yet when the time 

came to write them on the test sheet there’s nothing! What was the problem? 

 For many students the root cause of test anxiety lies in confusing recall with 

recognition. There is an important distinction between them. Recall occurs when you 

retrieve a piece of information from your memory without any hints or cues. Recognition 

is aided by cues. Recognition occurs when you identify a piece of information because of 

the context in which it is presented. 

 If someone were to ask you to name the capital of Massachusetts and you came up 

with the answer -- Boston -- you'd be demonstrating pure recall. If someone were to ask 

you to name the man who discovered Florida in 1513, you might be stumped. "I know the 

answer," you might say, "but I just can't come up with it." But if you were given a list of 

explorers to choose from 
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  Sir Francis Drake 

  Jacques Cartier 

  Ponce de Leon 

  Vasco da Gama 

you probably would have no trouble identifying Ponce de Leon as the discoverer of 

Florida.  You recognized his name. You did not recall it even though it may have been 

buried in your memory. You needed a hint to trigger the answer. 

 The method of study used by many students brings learning to the recognition 

stage but not to the point of recall: They read and reread, underline and circle, highlight 

and symbol-mark. This sort of studying can be costly. If you were asked in an exam to 

name the man who discovered Florida you would have gotten a zero on that question. 

Undoubtedly, when you went back to your notes, you would have found "Ponce de Leon" 

clearly circled, and you would have concluded that test anxiety had prevented you from 

coming up with the answer. The real cause of your problem, though, was failure to study 

your notes to the point of recall. 

 If the question had been a multiple-choice question, you would have been in luck. 

As you progress through college, however, multiple-choice questions will become less 

and less common. Most questions on tests require recall, not mere recognition. Thus, 

counseling, a more relaxed attitude, or greater will power will not wipe out test anxiety. 

The only thing that will both reduce anxiety and increase success is studying to the point 

of recall. 

 Does that mean that test anxiety doesn't exist? Anyone who has had the symptoms 

knows that test anxiety definitely exists. But test anxiety is not the cause of test failure; 

test failure is the cause of test anxiety. The only way to break out of this vicious circle is 

to succeed on tests. The way to succeed is to apply a systematic study method that 

enables you to recall all or almost all that you study. 
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 Your efforts should begin even before the semester does and intensify at the 

semester's end as you apply the system before, during, and even after the final exam. The 

earlier you begin, the better you'll do but you can put the system into practice even in 

mid-semester. 

 Probably the best medicine for this disease is to be prepared. If you go into an 

exam prepared as well as you can ever expect to be, you don't need to get upset. You'll do 

your best, and that's that! This point has an important psychological sidelight. Many 

students do not realize that going to pieces during an exam is frequently an alibi they 

have given themselves. They blow up not only because they aren't prepared and know 

they aren't prepared, but also because they then don't need to feel guilty about not being 

prepared. Test anxiety is often a childish defense the student puts up against taking the 

blame for his own lack of preparation. 

 The cure for test anxiety is a simple one: preparation! Preparation is like a fire 

drill: It teaches you what to do and how to proceed, even in a high-stress situation, 

because you've been through the procedure so many times that you know it by heart. In 

order to be prepared, it is important to be well-acquainted with your textbooks, to 

faithfully take notes on both lectures and readings, to use a note-taking format that 

promotes real learning, and to spend as much time as possible reciting your notes. Then, 

when the time comes to begin studying specifically for a quiz or an exam, you will have a 

strong foundation of learning on which to build.  

Buy textbooks early: Buy your textbooks early; then before classes start, read carefully 

the preface of each book to get acquainted with the author, how the book is designed, 

how it is different from other books on the same subject, and so forth. 

Use the questions-in-the-margin system for textbook notes: When the first 

assignment is given, read a page or two to get into the subject matter and then go back to 

the first paragraph and ask, "What's the main idea here?" Once you have decided on the 

main idea, write a brief question in the margin of the page. Then, opposite each question, 
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underline very sparingly and selectively the key words and phrases that make up the 

answer. Go through the entire chapter in this way. 

Take good notes during class: Take complete notes of every classroom lecture. Your 

objective is to capture on paper the instructor's facts and ideas so that you can study them 

thoroughly. In class, write swiftly, but neatly. The Cornell Note-taking System is a good 

system to use. The system and the format for the note sheets are discussed in the 

Academic Support Center’s Learning Package: How to Take Notes. Don't crowd your 

notes. Leave plenty of white space. When you get back to them, read your notes from 

beginning to end, recreating in you mind the original lecture. As you think about each 

fact and idea, make sure you have understood it clearly; then in the space you left write a 

brief, meaningful cue or question. 

Recite your lecture notes and textbook chapters: Recitation is the most powerful 

method known to psychologists for embedding facts and ideas in your memory. Before 

putting your lecture notes away, cover the notes. Now try to recite them aloud using your 

own words. After reciting, look at your notes to see whether your recitation was on target. 

Proceed in this way until you have gone through all your notes. 

 Use the same recitation technique for your textbook chapters. Cover the textbook 

page, exposing only the questions written in the margin of each page. Recite the answers 

in your own words. Recite over and over again until you get the answer right. 

 Remember: If you can't answer the questions now, you haven't learned the 

material, and you won't be able to recall it later during the exam. During the exam, you 

won't have forgotten anything because you failed to learn anything in the first place. 

Keep up-to-date in your course work: Your preparation for exams must begin on the 

very first day of classes and continue throughout the entire semester. To study effectively 

for an exam your course work must be up-to-date! Your mind and your time should focus 

steadily on the upcoming test. If you must spend any time getting caught up -- completing 
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assignments that you should have done earlier in the semester -- you seriously endanger 

your performance on the exam. If you stay on top of your assignments throughout the 

semester, they won't come back to haunt you when it's time to study for finals. 

BEFORE THE EXAM 

 If you are taking four courses, each consisting of about forty classroom lectures 

and twenty textbook chapters, you are responsible for one hundred sixty lectures and 

eighty textbook chapters.  How do you organize your notes and your time to study all this 

material? 

Organizing Your Time

 Schedule the time available to you in the week before each exam and finals. Use 

the sample Weekly Schedule Form on page 5. Fill in the time blocks that will be taken up 

by meals, meetings, job (if you have one), and recreation. Next fill in your classes. Under 

no circumstances should you miss any of these. You'll be responsible for the lectures 

themselves, and you will want to hear the instructor's answers to students' questions about 

the exam. Fill in the time you will need to complete term papers and other assignments. 

Make sure you get them done before exam week. You don't want unfinished business to 

interfere with your study or to distract your thinking during exams. 

 You should find that some extra time is available toward the end of the week. Use 

it to study for your exams. Fill in the exact study times and subjects. Instead of simply 

writing "Study" in the time blocks, write exactly what you will study: Study economics, 

chaps 1 to 10" or "Summarize sociology notes." Make a schedule that you'll be able to follow, 

and then follow it. Don't make this just a lesson in filling out a schedule and then end up 

putting it aside and not following it. 

 Toward the end of the week before finals, make up another schedule -- this one for 

exam week. Fill in the times for your exams and for your meals and recreation. 

Remember that you must be in tip-top shape mentally, emotionally, and physically if you 
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are to do your best on the exams. Don't skip meals, recreation, or sleep to study more. 

 By finals week, the bulk of your preparation should be completed, and most of 

your summaries should be in order. Leave a block of time immediately before each exam 

to review the summary sheets for that exam. The less time you allow between this last 

review and the exam, the less forgetting will take place. Review calmly and thoughtfully, 

and carry this thoughtful behavior right into the exam room. 
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Weekly Schedule Form 

  Sunday  Monday  Tuesday Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  Saturday

7:00        

8:00        

9:00        

10:00        

11:00        

12:00        

1:00        

2:00        

3:00        

4:00        

5:00        

6:00        

7:00        

8:00        

9:00        

10:00        

11:00        

12:00        

ORGANIZING YOUR NOTES 

 The best way to study for an exam is to consolidate your lecture and textbook 

notes into sets of summary sheets and then recite them. As you make up the summary 
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sheets, you are accomplishing three things. First, you are reviewing the notes you took 

throughout the semester, adding to the information you have retained. Second, you are 

categorizing information under specific headings, which will help you retrieve it from 

your memory during the exam. Third, your are preparing a condensed set of notes that 

you can use as a refresher immediately before the exam. 

 Prepare one set of summary sheets for your lecture notes and one for your 

textbook notes, for each course. By categorizing notes into block of information, you 

should be able to reduce each set of notes to about ten pages. Details and background 

information will be in your mind, rather than on the summary sheets. The summary 

sheets will contain all the cues; therefore, they are ready for recitation. 

HELPING YOURSELF 

There are some more things you can do before your final exams to ensure that you do 

your best. 

1. Find out as much as you can about each exam. Ask your instructor about the types of 

questions (objective, essay, or both) that will be used. Find out whether your 

instructor will allow partial credit, how long the exam will take, and whether 

textbooks, notes, calculators, or other equipment will be allowed in the exam room. 

See whether you can get a copy of last semester's exam to see what kinds of questions 

were asked, and to make sure you know the meanings of the words used in the 

directions. (For example, interpret doesn't mean the same as evaluate in an essay 

question.) Use all this information to direct your study effort and to make sure you 

have the equipment you need to take the exam. See the Academic Support Center’s 

Learning Package on Taking Essay and Objective Tests. 

2. As you recite from your summary sheets, pause between key words and ask yourself, 

"What kind of question would I ask on this material if I were the instructor?" Then 

write out your questions on a separate sheet of paper. You may end up with twenty or 

even thirty questions for each course. Use part of your study time for each course to 
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sit down and answer these questions, as if they were the exam. Write out your 

answers just as you would for the exam itself. Then check your answers to see that 

they are complete and accurate. Don't worry about how close your questions might be 

to the actual questions. They will be close enough. The more questions you make up 

and answer the greater is the chance that you'll encounter similar questions on the 

exam. 

3. Study in the same way for both objective and essay exams. Some students believe that 

objective-type exams are easier, and they tend to study less for them than for essay 

tests. Others believe they should study details for objective exams and relationships 

for essay exams. Actually, you need to master the material just as thoroughly for one 

type as for the other. 

4. Don't study by rereading the textbook. Rereading is neither an efficient nor an 

effective study method. Use your notes, under linings, and marginal key words to 

study through summarization and recitation; they are hard to beat because they get 

you actively involved in your studying. If you captured the material the first time you 

read the chapter, you won't need to read it again. See the Academic Support Center’s 

Learning Package: How to Take Notes

5. On 3 X 5 cards, make condensed notes to carry around with you (especially for 

special vocabulary words). Using these cards during spare minutes is a good way to 

study throughout the day instead of bunching your study time into long, unbroken 

sessions. 

6. Take advantage of group study, if you are well prepared. If you have studied the 

material for the course thoroughly, group study is good because during a discussion 

you will be able to understand another's interpretation and see relationships. If, 

however, you are unprepared, you'll be wasting your time. 

7. Think positively. Your attitude will influence how you do on an exam. A positive 

attitude begins with your feeling of preparedness; but even if you feel you haven't 
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studied as successfully as you should have, don't think negatively. Remind yourself 

that you do know a good portion of the material and that your healthy physical, 

mental, and emotional state will help you think through the rest. 

8. Don't expect to be helped in any way by going to a so-called relaxing movie on the 

night before an exam. Any such activity can only interfere with remembering. Instead, 

take a "grand tour" of the summary sheets for tomorrow's exam. Spread out the 

summary sheets and try to see the overall picture; try to get a panoramic view of the 

course. Then go to bed and get a good night's sleep. In the morning, have a leisurely 

and nourishing breakfast, take a last tour through your notes, and do well on the 

exam! 

 Besides being well prepared, there are a few other things you can do to calm your 

anxious feeling. One is to allow yourself plenty of time to do what you need to do before 

the exam and still get there a little ahead of the scheduled test time. Don't let yourself get 

in a rush; this merely intensifies your excitement and further disorganizes you. A second 

thing to do is to relax deliberately just before the test and while you are waiting for it to 

be handed out. Don't try to do a last-minute review, skimming through your notes or your 

book. Don't get into arguments with other students about some fine point in your notes; 

this merely upsets you. Remember you can't do anything worthwhile in such a short time; 

all you can do by hectic, last-minute reviewing is confuse yourself with details and make 

yourself more anxious. Rather, spend the few minutes just before an exam in small talk, 

reading the newspaper, or doing something that takes your mind off the "ordeal!" 

 The last and most important thing you can do to keep yourself in hand is to have a 

plan of attack. It has been demonstrated over and over again, in emergencies, that people 

who know what to do and how they are going to do it seldom get upset or panicky. The 

same applies to exams. You probably know about what kind of exam to expect. There's a 

good sensible way to go about taking each kind. Know what it is, and be prepared to 

carry out your plan as soon as you get the signal to go ahead. The important point is that 

with a definite plan in mind, you can keep calm and collected and thereby do yourself 
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justice. Listen carefully for additional instructions, before -- and even after -- you receive 

your copy of the test. The instructions that are written on the examination itself are not 

always complete, or they may require clarification. If you have already received your 

copy, you may be tempted to read the exam, giving only half an ear to the spoken 

instructions. It pays to stop reading and listen, because the instructor's oral instructions 

may change or even negate some written instructions. You would, for example, be in hot 

water if you missed the instructions to "Do only three out of the five essay questions." 

 Directly after the exam, while your memories are still fresh, talk over the exam with 

several of the members of the class. The bigger the group the better, for then you'll be 

getting more information about how the others interpreted the questions and how they 

answered them. You'll benefit from knowing the techniques and thinking and reasoning 

processes they used. You'll see where and why you made mistakes, and where you 

succeeded. In addition, you'll be reviewing the subject matter of each question. Like 

other, more formal, reviews, this one too will help you remember the important facts and 

ideas. 

 Most final-exam papers are not returned to students, but tests and quizzes usually are 

returned. When you get back a test or exam paper, don't simply note the grade and file it 

"for future reference." It's yours and you "paid" for it, so use it to learn even more. 

REVIEW HOW YOU CAN OVERCOME TEST ANXIETY 

Be Prepared

 One way to avoid test anxiety is to be well prepared. If you follow all of the 

suggestions for test preparation in this handout, and practice good study habits, you will 

be able to face a test with confidence. However, if you put everything off until the last 

couple of days and then cram to try to pass the exam, you will probably feel anxious or 

even panicky during the exam. 

Get Totally Involved in Answering the Items
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 Put yourself completely into the task of answering each item. Weigh the item, 

evaluate the possible answer, measure your pacing, and systematically answer the item. If 

you occupy your thoughts with doing all of these things, you will be too busy during the 

exam to worry about failing the test. 

Keep a Positive Outlook

 After looking at a few of the more difficult items, you may begin to feel discouraged 

and make it worse than it really is. Your negative thought pattern may go as follows: 

"This is so hard. I don't know this stuff. The questions are so confusing, I just know that 

I'm going to fail!" Unless you quickly change this pattern of thought, you may convince 

yourself that failure is on the way and actually cause it to happen. What you want to be 

able to do is to quickly analyze a test question, make a careful judgment and pick the best 

answer. A positive attitude can get you moving instead of simply sitting and worrying. 

Say to yourself: "Man, this is one rough exam, but it's rough for everybody. I better skip 

over the tough ones and answer the ones I know first. Even if I'm sure of only twenty of 

the fifty answers, if I keep my cool and carefully check each answer, I can probably do as 

well as the rest of the class." This second attitude leads to action which will help you pass 

the test. 

Have Reasonable Expectations of Yourself

 Don't set your expectations too high.  It takes a while to become accustomed to 

college courses and their tests. As you learn more and get more practice in taking tests, 

you will improve. Keep in mind that it's very common for a student who has done "A" 

work in high school to have difficulty getting even "C’s” in some college courses, or to 

have received high grades in other classes and lower scores in a differently taught course.  

Each instructor is different and each instructor will test differently.  Getting "C’s” and 

even an occasional "D" at first doesn't mean you should give up and drop out or even get 

discouraged. Give yourself a couple of exams to get accustomed to the course and the 

instructor. As your study habits improve, you will find that your grades also will 
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improve. 

Ridding Yourself of Fear During the Exam 

 A certain amount of nervousness is to be expected and accepted. However, some 

students allow their fears to snowball until they are unable to concentrate or read 

carefully. They become confused and practically paralyzed. If you feel that your fears are 

increasing and beginning to interfere with your concentration, you can stop them in their 

tracks. Stop reading the test for a few moments. Put your pen or pencil down, make a fist 

and squeeze as tightly as you can. Squeeze so very, very tightly that your fingers almost 

hurt. Then take a very deep breath. Next, repeat the tight fist and deep breaths four or five 

more times. As you release each long breath and release your tight grip, think: "That's 

better! Easy does it." Then go back to the exam with the thought "Everybody is probably 

having trouble with this lousy test. Now, what's my best approach to these questions?" If 

anyone asks what you are doing, simply tell them: "I'm taking a breather." It only takes a 

couple of minutes and it can settle your nerves enough for you to regain your composure 

and begin attacking the test question by question. 

 On the surface, tests don't look dangerous, but we treat them like they're land mines. 

 Grades (A to F) are what gives power to tests. And there are lots of misconceptions 

about what grades are. 

 Grades are not a measure of intelligence. Grades don't measure creativity. They are 

not an indication of your ability to contribute to society. Grades are simply a measure of 

how well you did on one test on one particular day. 

 Some people think that a test score measures what a student accomplished in a course. 

This is false. A test score is a measure of what a student scored on a test. If you are 

anxious about a test and blank out, then the grade cannot measure what you learned. The 

reverse is also true; if you are good at taking tests and a lucky guesser, the score won't be 

accurate. 
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 Grades should not be a measure of self-worth; yet we tend to give test scores the 

power to determine how we feel about ourselves. Common thoughts are, "If I fail the test 

I'm a failure," or "If I do badly on a test, I'm a bad person." The truth is that if you do 

badly on a test you are a person who did badly on a test. That's all! 
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