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Slide 3: 

Title: Exam Preparation Tips & Test-Taking Strategies 

[Speaker, Dr. Saundra Yancy McGuire, on left] 

[Three icons of an exam on right, one plain, one pass, one fail.]  

Text on screen: What is the difference between studying for an exam and learning the 
information? 

Hello, I'm Dr. Saundra Yancy McGuire, Assistant Vice Chancellor and Professor of Chemistry at 
Louisiana State University. And I'm also the past Director of the Center for Academic Success. 
And during this session, we're going to talk about a topic that strikes fear and anxiety and 
sometimes panic in the hearts of many students, and that is taking tests or quizzes or especially 
final exams. And during this session, we're going to talk about some great strategies that if you 
use those strategies, you're going to give yourself the best chance of acing those exams.  

So I want to start with a reflection question. I want to ask you to think about, "What's the 
difference between studying for an exam and learning the information that the exam is going to 
cover?" So take just a few minutes to think about all the differences that you would think 
between those two and just jot them down. 

Slide 4: 

Title: The Differences 

Subtitle: GOAL: Focus on learning! 

[Speaker in center.] 

Text on screen: Studying: Memorizing, Short-Term, Stressful.  

Text on screen: Learning: Understand & Apply, Long-Term, Fun & Relaxed. 

I've asked that question to many students around the country, probably now over 10,000. And 
the results that we typically get, the answers that we get are: 1) many students say, "Well, 
studying for a test is just memorizing information; but if I'm learning the information, then I 
understand it, I make sure that I can apply it." Some students say, "Studying for a test is short-
term, but learning is long-term." And sometimes they say, "Studying for a test is really stressful; 
but learning is more fun, and I can be relaxed." And all of those are great differences. And so 
what we're going to talk about is how we can focus on learning the information as opposed to 
memorizing information for the test because if you've learned the information, then the test is 
going to take care of itself. 

Slide 5: 

Title: The Study Cycle 

[Speaker on right.] 

[Steps moving up] 
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Text on screen: Preview, Attend, Review, Study, Assess. 

Text on screen: Use Strategies to learn the information 
1. Preview information before class 

2. Go to class 

3. Review information before class 

4. Study  

5. Assess 

Text on screen: Short-term  

Text on screen: Long-term 

So we're going to talk about preparing in actually five phases of test preparation. So when we 
think about the five phases of exam preparation, we can start with Phase I that actually starts 
from the very first day you're in class. And that phase involves making sure that you are using 
strategies to learn the information. And there are some great strategies that you can start 
implementing from the very first day. And one of the most effective is what we call The Study 
Cycle. It is a procedure that we at the Center for Academic Success adapted from something 
that Dr. Frank Christ, who was a learning specialist, developed many, many years ago.  

And the study cycle actually involves five steps, the first step being to preview information 
before you go to class so your brain has an overview of what's going to be covered in class, and 
you can be very actively engaged in class. And then the second phase is to actually go to class. 
You have to be there every day to hear what the professor is saying. And then after class, you 
can review the information so you're moving information from short-term to long-term memory, 
and then do more intense studying when you're studying an hour so at a time, and then 
assessing whether or not those strategies are actually working for you. 

Slide 6: 

Title: Use Your Textbook 

[Piles of books] 

[Chalkboard with C_T. Fills in A to spell CAT.] 

The Study Cycle is a great tool; but there are a couple of other things, and one involves actually 
using the textbook. We really recommend that you buy the textbook and use it, even if your 
professor says that it's optional. And I'll do a little exercise to explain why the textbook is so 
important. I want you to just visualize the letter "c" and then a blank and then a "t." What's the 
first word that comes to mind when you see those letters?  

Did most of you say cat? Yes, and "cat" comes to mind though only because we are very 
familiar with that word. But if we didn't see cats running around, if we didn't see that word 
growing up, that would never pop into our heads. So when you look at notes that are not the 
textbook, it's really an abbreviated form of the information; and so it's kind of like seeing the "c" 
and the "t" and not the "a." But if you have the book, then your mind will have all of the 
information it needs to really master the information. So don't just rely on your notes; use the 
textbook. 

Slide 7: 
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Title: Use All Resources 

[Speaker on left.] 

Text on screen: Office hours  

[Clock icons] 

Text on screen: Tutorial center  

[Help! On notepad icon] 

Text on screen: Supplemental instruction  

[Icon of teacher] 

Text on screen: Study groups  

[Icons of people] 

So we've talked about two great strategies already for learning the information and not 
concentrating just on memorizing for a test; but there's a third one I want to offer, and that is use 
all of the resources that you have available to you. One of the most important is your professor's 
office hours. So go and visit the professor; talk with them about the material because they are 
the ones who make up the tests. They will know what you need to focus on, and you can have 
that discussion in office hours.  

Also if your campus has a Tutorial Center, then use the Tutorial Center if you have supplemental 
instruction, which is just groups getting together led by a peer to go over information. Use those 
resources. If you have none of that available on your campus, just get a study group together – 
a group of three or four of your friends where you'll discuss the information, teach each other. 
That's a very, very effective tool so that you're learning the information from day one, and you 
will give yourself a great chance of doing a wonderful job on the exam. 

Slide 8: 

Title: Before The Test 

[Phase with bar graph next to title.] 

[Speaker on left] 

Text on screen: Organize 

Text on screen: Create flash cards & practice tests  

[Note card icon] 

Text on screen: Memorize. 

Text on screen: Determine Test type  

[Two icons of note pads.] 

Text on screen: Use Mnemonics 

[MVEMJSUNP with the names of planets spelled out below.] 
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Text on screen: Memory blocks will happen. Don’t Panic. Stay calm! 

Now that we've talked about what we need to do in Phase I that starts from the first day of class, 
let's talk about what we need to do in Phase II, which actually starts about a week before the 
test or maybe two weeks if we're preparing for a final exam. That phase involves first of all 
getting organized for the test. And so you want to make sure that you know what information is 
going to be covered on the exam, and you want to start making flash cards or index cards of the 
information that you have to memorize. You might want to come up with practice tests and 
quizzes you can use to practice the information. But it's extremely important for you to 
determine whether or not the test is going to be multiple choice or essay because we study 
differently for those two types of tests. We'll talk about that a little bit later.  

But you really want to concentrate on the information that you have to memorize. So it's 
important to come up with mnemonics that will help you memorize. A very common mnemonic 
that people use to remember the order of the planets is, "My very educated mother just served 
us nine pizzas." And so you can come up with your own mnemonics that help you remember the 
information, but you also want to recognize that you're going to have memory blocks. So expect 
those memory blocks and don't panic when they come. Just calmly move on to the next 
question because just as the information seemed to have flown out of your head, it will reappear 
if you are very calm and don't panic. 

Slide 9: 

Title: Day Of Exam 

[Speaker on right.] 

[Phase with bar graph next to title.] 

Subtitle: Arrive early. Be Prepared. Relax. 

[Head outline with notes inside with thought bubble]  

Text on screen: success. 

So we've talked about the first two phases. Now, Phase III is actually the day of the exam. And 
because you've started from the beginning of the course learning information, you've organized 
everything and you've started to prepare a week ahead, the day of the test you're not in panic 
mode. So you can just calmly rehearse any facts, any formulas, any definitions that you had to 
memorize. You can also visualize yourself going to the exam room, and use positive self-talk. 
It's so important to go to an exam thinking, "I know everything. I'm just going to share what I 
know with the professor," as opposed to wondering if you're prepared – are there going to be 
any questions on there that you can't answer. And you want to make sure that you arrive at the 
testing room early so that you will have time to get yourself settled and really just kind of relax 
so that when you start the test you'll be in calm, relaxed mode as opposed to panic mode. 

Slide 10: 

Title: At The Test 

[Speaker on right.] 

[Phase with bar graph next to title.] 

Text on screen: Read the questions VERY carefully.  

� 	  4



Innovative Educators 
Exam Preparation Tips & Test-Taking Strategies

[Magnifying glass icon] 

Text on screen: Write down formulas before you start.  

[Chemical formulas icons] 

Text on screen: Survey the test and budget your time.  

[Stopwatch icon] 

Text on screen: Think of the test as sharing what you know with your professor. -Sarah Baird 

Now we're at Phase IV. This is the real deal. We are actually at the test. It's very important that 
we use strategies during the test that are going to allow us to answer correctly all of the 
information that we know and not make careless mistakes. So when you're at the test, the very 
first thing to do is read the instructions very carefully. I've seen so many students lose points 
because the question that they answered was not the question that was being asked in the 
directions. So you want to read the directions very carefully; and if it asks to select the wrong 
answer, the incorrect answer, then you don't want to select the first correct answer. Read those 
instructions extremely carefully.  

And when you get to the test, if you've memorized some formulas or definitions that you think 
you might forget as you're in the heat of battle when you're going the exam, when you get the 
test just turn it over, write those formulas, definitions, anything on the back of the test so that 
you don't have to keep that information in your head or worry about forgetting it. So write down 
those things before you start the test.  

And also it's very important to survey the whole test. Many students just start with the first item, 
and they're going to power their way through. But what you want to do is take a couple of 
minutes to look through the whole test and start with the items that you find easiest. Because 
when you start with those easy items, it builds up your confidence; it refreshes your memory. 
And when you move to the more difficult ones, you'll be able to be much more successful with 
those. And again, just think of the exam not as some high stakes test but as a measure to share 
with your instructor what you know; and at that time, you will know it all because you will have 
used all the strategies. 

Slide 11: 

Title: After The Exam 

[Speaker on right.] 

[Phase with bar graph next to title.] 

[Speech bubbles crossed out]  

Text on screen: Leave exam room and do not discuss. 

[Thumbs up icon] 

Text on screen: Reward yourself! 

Text on screen: When you get the exam back, go over it and correct what you missed. 

Now, there's one last phase – Phase V. And you might ask yourself, "What can there be after 
I've taken the exam?" Well, we really do want to concentrate on what we do after the exam is 
over. So what we recommend is that you leave the exam area as soon as the test is over, and 
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don't engage in conversations with a lot of people who are talking about, "What did you get for 
number two? What did you get for number five," because you will only stress yourself out. You'll 
start to second guess yourself. So leave the area. You'll get the exam back and you'll be able to 
see what you did then.  

And it's very important at that point to go and have some fun. Reward yourself for your hard 
work. You've put in a lot of effort and time, and so just have some fun. Go to a movie, hang out 
with friends, go out to dinner, because we need that relaxation to get ourselves less stressed 
after so much hard work.  

And you also though want to make sure you go over the exam when it's returned. There are so 
many students who if they get an exam back, especially if it's not the grade they wanted to see, 
then they throw it away or they don't look at it. But it's extremely important to analyze all of the 
items you missed so that you will master those concepts before the next exam. 

Slide 12: 

Title: Which Do You Prefer? 

[Speaker on left.] 

Text on screen: Multiple Choice  

Text on screen: Essay  

[Question mark icons] 

Earlier, we said that it's important in Phase II for you to determine whether or not the test is 
going to be multiple choice or essay. And so I want to ask you a question right now. I want to 
ask you to think about which one of those two types of tests do you prefer? Do you prefer 
multiple choice tests, or do you prefer essay tests? And I want you to think about why you prefer 
one over the other. So take just a minute to think about that and jot a few things down. 

Slide 13: 

Title: Multiple Choice Questions 

[Tips in a circle next to title.] 

[Icon of checkmarks on boxes on a tablet next to title.] 

Text on screen: Try to answer the question without looking at the choices. 

Text on screen: Look at one option at a time and treat each answer as a true/false question. 

Text on screen: Read all choices before settling on one. 

Text on screen: All of the above or none of the above is often the correct choice, but not always. 

Here are some tips for multiple choice tests. The first really important strategy is that you should 
try to answer the question without looking at the choices. And that's so important because if 
you've given your brain the opportunity to come up with the right answer before looking at the 
choices, it's not going to be distracted by all of those other choices that are incorrect. In fact, the 
incorrect choices in a multiple choice question are actually called "distractors." That's the official 
name for those because they are there to distract your brain from the correct answer. But if 
you've already come up with the right answer, then your brain won't be distracted.  
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And then the second tip is to look at one option at a time and treat each of those options as a 
true/false question. And sometimes it's just easier for people to isolate one of those items, one 
of those options and say, "Is this true? Is this false?" and then move on to the next one so that 
they won't really be confused about the multiple choice item. So read all of the choices before 
settling on just one. I've seen students become derailed if they read the answer choices and "a" 
is correct, then they may circle "a." But if they'd continued reading they would see that "b" is 
also correct, "c" is also correct; and so the items that says "all of the above" is actually the 
correct answer. So you want to read all of the choices before settling on one.  

And then finally, you want to note those answers that have either "all of the above" or "none of 
the above" because often that's the correct choice – no always, so you still have to really 
analyze the question. But often that is the correct answer, and so you want to pay close 
attention to questions that have that as an option. 

Slide 14: 

Title: Essay Questions 

[Tips in a circle next to title.] 

[Pen and paper next to title with Beginning, Middle, End.] 

Text on screen: 
• Examine the question & organize your thoughts before you start to write. 

• Outline your response before you write. 

• Have a beginning, middle, and end. 

• Outline your remaining thoughts for possible partial credit. 

• Proofread your answers and check your grammar. 

If the test is an essay test or has many essay questions, then there are other tips that we want 
to pay particular attention to. The first is to examine the question and organize your thoughts 
before you start to write. So often students when they see an essay question, they just start 
writing the answer. But if you start writing the answer before you've organized your thoughts, 
you may find when you get to the end, you've left out something that's very important that you 
want to include. So if you organize your thoughts and even make an outline before you start to 
write, then that's going to give you a much better composed answer. You can make a short 
outline of that information before you start to write. It's not a problem if when you start to write 
you deviate from that outline or you find that you want to include additional things, but at least 
you have something to start with.  

Also it's so important to have a beginning, a middle and an end of the answer that you write. 
This isn't a free-write exercise where you just put down anything that comes to mind in any 
order. You want to make sure that it is a coherent piece of writing that the professor knows 
where it starts and where it ends. And also, if you find that you're running out of time, make sure 
that you stop and you outline the remaining parts that you were going to write down because 
you'll get partial credit for that. So often students when they run out of time, they don't write the 
rest of what they were going to put down; but if you just make a brief outline or make notes, tell 
the professor what you would have written, then that will give you partial credit.  

And also, finally, proofread your answers. Make sure that all of them are grammatically correct, 
with good sentence structure, because that's a big part of how the professor will perceive 
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whether or not you've really understood the information and are communicating it correctly in 
your essay. 

Slide 15: 

Title: Final Exams 

[Speaker on right.] 

[Tips in a circle next to title.] 

[Exclamation icon] 

Text on screen: Take the final exam seriously. Start preparing two weeks early. 

Text on screen: Know what the final exam will cover. 

[Calendar icon]  

Text on screen: Know the exact time and location of the exam. 

[Apple]  

Text on screen: Eat well, get sleep, and exercise. 

So we've talked about the phases for preparing for exams. The tips that we've talked about work 
great for the exams that are being given during the semester and also final exams. But there are 
a few additional tips that I want to give you specifically for final exams. The first one is to take 
the final exam very seriously. In some courses, the final may count as much as 40% or 50% of 
the grade. I've seen many students go into a final exam with an "A" average and they think, "Oh, 
I don't really have to pay too much attention to the final." But then they bomb the final and end 
up with a "B" in the course.  

And I've also seen students go into the final with a "C" average, and they really prepare for it. 
They do very well and end up with a "B" in the course. So you really want to take the final very 
seriously and start preparing for it about two weeks before the end of the semester. And you 
want to really determine whether or not the final is going to be comprehensive, meaning it's 
going to cover everything from the beginning of the course until the end; or is it just going to 
cover material that has not been tested to that point in the course. Believe it or not, I've had 
some students who have studied for the whole semester's worth of material only to get to the 
final and find out that it's only covering the last few chapters. And unfortunately, I've seen the 
opposite happen too – where students only studied the last part of the course to get to the final 
to find out that the whole course is being covered. So you definitely want to make sure that you 
know what the coverage is.  

Determine the exact time and location. Very often the final is at a different time than your regular 
class and it's in a different location. So you want to find that location; and I suggest even going 
and visiting the room so that you can see what your surroundings are going to be to make sure 
that you're going to be very comfortable in that setting. And you also want to make sure that you 
continue to eat very well, you want to sleep well and you want to exercise. Very often during the 
frenzy of final exam week, students start staying up all night, they stop exercising, and that 
really is detrimental to your chances of doing as well as you can on the final exam.  

And then finally, visualize success. Just see yourself calmly going into the room, sitting down, 
sharing what you know with the professor and coming out very confident that you have used all 
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of the strategies. If you do that, you will go into the exam calm; and you will be able to perform 
very well, and you will have the best chance of acing all of your tests, including the final exam. 

Slide 16: 

Title: Strategizing & Planning 

[Speaker on right.] 

Text on screen: Next Step  

[Film slate icon] 

Text on screen: Select three strategies and write them down. 

[Thumbs up icon] 

Now that we've talked about all five phases of exam preparation, we've talked about special tips 
for multiple choice tests, essay tests, and even the final exam, as a final activity, I would like for 
you to select three strategies that you feel that you can implement and write a plan for how 
you're going to implement those strategies. Because if you don't write a plan for implementing 
the strategies, you're going to find that the time is going to disappear and the exam will pop up 
and you will not have implemented and done those things that will ensure that you have the best 
chance of acing all of those exams.
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