
Test-Taking Strategies to Help You in College

Tests are an inevitable and often unpleasant part of your academic career. Not everybody realizes that studying and test-taking are skills independent from other academic skills like essay-writing and public speaking.  Just as you may be good at basketball but absolutely dismal at painting, you may be an excellent critical thinker but have underdeveloped test-taking skills.  This outline is designed to address that issue.  

1.  Before the Test

A.  How do you learn?

Most information you’ll be accountable for in college will be delivered to you in one of two ways: through written text, and through spoken lecture.  Pay attention to which of these methods is better for you.  Do you usually remember material from the lecture easily, while reading assignments fade from your memory?  Or does lecture seem to go by too fast, while reading a chapter gives you the chance to process the information?  Once you’ve figured out what works best for you, you can develop a strategy that will help you be successful.

If you find that lectures are easier for you to remember, try to convert written information into aural (“hear-able”) information.  You can outline a chapter and then ask a friend to read the bullet points to you.  Try to jot down a few notes that help you summarize the reading, and then speak about it to a friend who isn’t in your class.  (I usually use a family member who is interested in what I am studying.)  If you’re pressed for time, just try reading out loud.  

If reading is your strong point, take plenty of notes during lecture.  After class, try to arrange your notes (which may be fragmented) into complete sentences and coherent paragraphs that you can go back and read later.  You may even want to record lectures and transcribe them into written form, if you find that you are having an especially hard time remembering information from lectures.

Finally, whichever of these methods you find most successful, remember that you will almost certainly be expected to synthesize information and make new connections.  You can develop this as a skill: after (or during!) every lecture or reading assignment, take a few minutes to jot down how the new information relates to what else you have learned so far.  Try to make a connection that your instructor hasn’t already explicitly described.  Not only will this help you get into the habit of synthesizing information, it will help you simply remember the information more reliably.  

B.  The Day of the Test

It may sound obvious, but how you treat your body before a test can make a huge difference in how you perform.  If you’ve learned how to study more effectively during the semester, hopefully you won’t be up all night cramming; all-nighters do not have to be a staple of your college career, despite what movies may tell you.  

Additionally, eat a good breakfast.  Seriously.  Drink lots of water; it helps keep you alert and awake and prevents your mind from racing.

And finally: go to the bathroom before the test!  You certainly don’t want your discomfort to ruin your focus.  

2.  During the Test

A.  Relax!

When you’re finally faced with the test and the time constraints, it’s easily to feel suddenly overwhelmed.  Try taking a deep breath and thinking about these two facts: 1) You almost definitely know more than you think you do.  2)  There is no single test that will determine the outcome of your class grade, degree, or life.  It’s just a test.  

B.  Completing the Test

Now that you’re ready to attack this bad boy, you want to make sure you do it in an effective and efficient way.  You will want to get a feel for the test, and which parts are most important.  Check sections and problems to see how many points are assigned to each section; this will help you prioritize what parts of the test will take the most time and effort. 

It is easy to read through a question quickly and respond based on the few words you picked up.  Read instructions completely and identify exactly what the question is asking.  I suggest reading each question at least twice.  Your strategies may differ slightly for different types of questions:

·   If it is an essay question, identify the over-arching question you’re supposed to answer; you can write a book about what you remember from class, but if it doesn’t answer the prompt, you may not get credit.  
·   If it is multiple choice or true or false, look for key words in the question that you can relate back to your studying.  Try eliminating obviously wrong answers first. 
·   For fill in the blanks, I recommend trying to identify what part of speech completes the sentence most grammatically.  For example, if you determine that a verb makes the most sense, you have already narrowed down the possible answers!
Remember that all instructors develop tests in different ways.  Test styles vary from class to class, making it absolutely necessary to read instructions and questions carefully.  On the other hand, there are certain guidelines that almost every instructor takes into consideration while designing a test.  They tend to want a certain grade distribution: that means that they don’t want everybody to get 100%!  The translation: if there a few questions that have you absolutely stumped, that doesn’t mean you aren’t prepared for the test.  Just keep going and come back to them later.

Skipping questions to return to at the end brings me to another point: DON’T leave anything blank!  What may seem like a ridiculous guess to you may earn you partial credit if it is in the ballpark.  A blank is always zero credit.  

Once you finish the last question, chances are you will want to turn the test in and get the heck out.  Resist the urge!  Take a deep breath, crack your knuckles, whatever.  Then go over the test again.  Check your answers and reread your responses.  You’ll be surprised at how often you find you need to make a quick change.

3.  After the Test

A.  Look at the Results

You may not feel like looking at your test results right away, which is fine.  Just make sure that you look it over and read all of your instructor’s comments within a day or two.  Also, if your instructor goes over the exam in class, pay attention!  Ask questions if you don’t understand why you got a question wrong.  Listen to your classmates’ questions; they may think of something you didn’t.  

B.  Go to Office Hours

It’s easy to feel like you’re done learning a topic after the test.  Don’t fall into this trap!  You’ll want to be prepared for the final; besides, you really will feel more satisfied with your time at college if you leave each class feeling like you’ve learned something.  The key to this is follow-up.

Most instructors love it when students come to their office hours; even if you are intimidated, suck it up and make an appointment with your instructor.  Your instructor wants you to learn the material, and s/he expects students to need outside help from time to time.  This is one of those rare opportunities to get some one-on-one help from your instructor.  You’ll get instruction that is catered to your specific questions and needs!  You can’t beat that.  

4.  Other Resources

There are plenty of resources available on campus that can help you with specific issues as well as general strategies.  Check them out. 

·   Academic Advising          http://advising.unc.edu/
·   The Learning Center        http://learningcenter.unc.edu/
·   The Writing Center          http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/
·   Disability Services           http://disabilityservices.unc.edu/
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