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1. Test Preparation

When it comes time to prepare for an exam the first thing a student should know is 
what material will be covered.  This may be as simple as the instructor specifying a number 
of chapters in a textbook or it may cover a host of other items such as techniques learned in 
a lab, class discussions, or other outside readings.  The important thing to know is what is 
on the test so that you can be well prepared.  Make sure that this is clearly communicated by 
the instructor as this will save time by not having to concentrate on areas that will not be 
included. 

A study guide for each test is essential.  Your instructor is not responsible for giving 
this to you, so you may have to come up with your own.  How can you make up your own 
study guide?  A really good place to start is the detailed Table of Contents of your textbook.  
For each chapter you were responsible for, write out all the headings from the Table of 
Contents that you have worked on as a class (your teacher may have skipped some sections 
of some chapters).  Now take each heading and figure out what was really in that section 
using your chapter and notes.  Write out any subtopics within that section.  If you keep 
going in this manner, you will have made yourself your own detailed study guide. 

One of the best sources of information for reviewing the course material is often your 
own class notes.  Not only is it written in your own language but it often stresses concepts 
and terminology that the instructor wanted to emphasize.  Reading through your own notes 
and highlighting the important points can be an effective means of reviewing the material.  
Once you have refreshed your memory you can then go back and review the textbook.  
Often doing it in this order reinforces the material that you reviewed in your notes.  If there 
are practice questions at the end of the chapters now is a good time to try and answer these. 

Aside from studying the notes and textbooks many students find study groups to be 
helpful when preparing for an exam.  A small group of four or less is ideal for this purpose.  
It can be fun to quiz each other on the test material and can also be satisfying when you can 
help another individual to understand something they 
may find difficult.  When you are able to explain a 
concept to someone else in the group it helps to reinforce 
that learning in your own mind.  Study groups can be 
conducted throughout the course or may be useful right 
up to the day before the test. 

When there is a large amount of material that must 
be committed to memory such as formulas, definitions, 
symbols, etc., a set of homemade flash cards may be 
helpful.  Write the word, symbol, or name of the formula 
on the front of the card with the corresponding definition 
or formula on the back.  A quick review of this material can be done quite effectively by 
scanning through the cards any time you have a few free moments.  Since they are small 
and portable this exercise can be done almost anywhere.  Cards can be separated into two 
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groups as you go along- those that you know the answers immediately and those that 
require some more thought.  This will allow you to focus on the set of cards that requires a 
bit more concentration.  However, always remember that memorization is not necessarily 
learning.  Memorization must remain secondary to truly understanding the terminology 
and concepts presented in your course material. 

 Practice tests are a great way to check how prepared you 
are and have the added advantage that they can be taken in a more 
relaxed setting.  You can make your own test from class notes or 
use the one found in your book.  Practice tests can usually be 
found at the end of a textbook chapter with the answers usually 
given on a separate page.  However, a better gauge of what the test 
will be like is to obtain a copy of an earlier exam given by your 
instructor.  If they have not made these available you may be able 
to ask for them before the test.  These are usually a good indicator 

of the type of questions that will be asked as well as the degree of difficulty you are likely to 
encounter.  If you can obtain a copy of an older test do not take it until you have done a fair 
amount of preparation otherwise you will not be able to accurately determine how ready 
you are.  Remember to practice essay questions as well.  Essays are frequently an indication 
of your true understanding of course material.   

If the exam is “open book” or if you are allowed to bring in outside reference 
materials, it is often helpful to organize your materials ahead of time.  This saves time by 
not having to consult the index or a table of contents during the test.  It can be as simple as a 
set of tabs placed in a textbook highlighting the critical sections or the important tables that 
you’ll need for doing calculations.  When you organize the information this way it also 
helps you to commit it to memory.   

Planning for any test accommodations should also be 
part of your preparation for exams.  Everyone is different and if 
you need to take tests orally, on a computer, or using any kind 
of special equipment plan ahead, talk to your professor, and 
make arrangements so that you are organized and worry-free on 
the day of the exam.   

Using the techniques described above will increase your 
chances of doing well on the test.  It is not advised to wait until the night before the test to 
begin reviewing the material or to “cram”.  This usually makes you more tired and raises 
your level of stress prior to the test.

 


