
It can be difficult to know where to begin when preparing for exams. This brief works
hop will help you to get started. Lets begin. 
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The first step in preparing for exams is to know just what to expect when you walk int
o the exam room. All of this necessary information should be readily available to you - 
take a look at any details listed in your course syllabus, and pay close attention to any
thing that your  
professor may mention about the format.  
Among the information you should have before you set out to study is the number of 
questions on the test, the percentage of your final grade that the test is worth, the br
eakdown of question types, whether the exam will be cumulative (if it is your final), t
he time that you will have to  
respond, and whether or not you are able to bring in any aides, such as a calculator or
 a cheat sheet. 
If there is anything else you want to know about the upcoming exam, ask your profes
sor. It is likely that they will be willing to offer you any information they can, within re
ason, and the worst they can do is tell you that they can’t respond to a question. 
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The first step to preparing for your exams is to set yourself a detailed schedule to help
 keep yourself on track. A schedule will help you to see all of the free time you have (
even when it feels like you don’t have any), and will allow you to give yourself enough
 time to get all of your studying in, and to prioritize your study sessions. Having a sche
dule can also help you to decrease your stress, by seeing that you do have enough ti
me to get all your studying in.Some things to keep in mind include are the need to set
 small, achievable goals. Goal setting is the first step in managing your time.Try to sch
edule blocks of study time that are about 45 minutes to one hour in length. Although 
we’re all different, this is generally the length of  
time that we can focus on a topic before needing a break.  
Not all of your study sessions must be this long, however. Take a look at all of the sma
ll chunks of time that you have scattered throughout the day-
breaks at work or between classes, the bus ride to school. Don’t dismiss these blocks 
of time. Instead, use them to fit in some extra studying! This is a great time to break o
ut some cue cards. 
Finally, switch your topic of study often, so that you are always fresh.  
For more information on creating a schedule, or for additional study techniques, revie
w our online workshops on Time Management and Studying 
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Now that you have set out a schedule for your study sessions, it’s time to start workin
g. In general, all of the questions you’ll see on an examine will fall into one of three ty
pes: Knowledge, concept or application. 
 
A knowledge question is a straight forward factual question. For example, the questio
n “Who is considered the founding father of psychoanalysis?” would be considered a 
knowledge question. There is rarely any room to dispute answers to these types of qu
estions, as no interpretation is involved. 
 
A concept question is generally related to a theory, case study or concept. To respond
 well to these types of questions you need to have a thorough understanding of the t
heory in question. This means that you should know what the theory states, the supp
ort for the theory, and what this theory tries to rule out. For example, “which of the f
ollowing is not related to the process of elaborative rehearsal?” is a concept question
. To answer it correctly, you must know what the process of elaborative rehearsal invo
lves before being able to determine which of the options does not relate to it. These 
questions are slightly more abstract. 
 
Application questions are often deemed to be the most challenging type for students 
to respond to. In an application question you are given a scenario that you haven’t se
en before and are required to apply a previously learned theory or concept to the situ
ation to determine the correct response. These questions are far more abstract than t 
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he other two, and students are often stumped on them, feeling as though they have n
ever seen the material in question before. 
 
It is important to check with your professor prior to the exam to see which question t
ypes they will be including on your exam. If you don’t need to know the knowledge q
uestions (the date that a particular experiment was conducted in, for example), then 
you won’t want to spend your time learning these facts. 
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You are likely familiar with the multiple choice exam. Although some students feel tha
t they don’t need to prepare as well for multiple choice, as the answers are already so
mewhere on the page, you are probably aware that this might not be the best strateg
y.  You need to know your stuff just as well for a multiple choice exam as you would fo
r an essay exam—possibly even more! 
 
Here are some tips for doing well on a multiple choice exam: 
Read each question very carefully. The most common mistake causing lost marks on 
multiple choice exams are caused by the student mis‐reading the question. 
Circle or underline the key words in each question. Make sure you know exactly what 
the question is asking you before you rush ahead to answer it. 
 
After you’ve read the question carefully, try to answer it on your own. You don’t need
 to spend a great deal of time on this, but see if an answer comes up right away. 
When reading through the options, see if any of the responses match your answer. If 
you weren’t sure of the answer, eliminate any obviously wrong choices. 
 
If you don’t know the answer, mark off the question,  skip to the next one, and make 
sure that you’ve allowed yourself enough time to return to those questions that you h
ave skipped. Who knows, a question further down the page may act as a memory trig
ger, helping you to figure out an earlier problem.  
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You will likely have to guess on a question here or there. When guessing, make sure t
hat you’ve gone through the process of eliminating any responses that can’t possibly 
be correct.  
Also take the time to look through the question for any clues. Do the answer stems m
ake grammatical sense when paired with the question?  
Be on the look out for absolute terms such as “always” or “never”. These tend to indic
ate an incorrect response. It is more likely that the correct response will use words lik
e “oUen” or “rarely”. 
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The essay question is intimidating for many students, mainly due to the sheer volume
 of writing involved, and the fact that we feel like in order to be successful we have to 
keep an entire essay memorized in our heads! That’s a lot of information. It is possibl
e to be successful on essay questions if you allow yourself enough time to prepare. W
e’ll explore two study scenarios: one in which you are given the possible exam questi
ons ahead of time, and another in which you are not. 
 
If you get the questions themselves, or a list of potential questions prior to the exam, 
don’t start out your study session by sitting down to write a full five page essay. Inste
ad, create a detailed outline of how you would respond to each question, and then st
udy the information contained within the major points of your outline. You’ll never be
 able to remember a full essay, and you may frustrate yourself if you find you can’t wo
rd something the exact same way under pressure as you could during a study session.
 If you can, it doesn’t hurt to try and memorize a couple of good quotes to support yo
ur viewpoint as well. 
When you get into the exam, spend the first several minutes writing out a point form 
outline of your major points, as well as your quotes, so that you don’t miss a substant
ial section. 
 
If you don’t get the questions prior to the exam, test yourself by trying to create a cou
ple of possible questions. Pay close attention to the major themes that have linked th
e course together. Keep in mind any significant theories or thinkers that have played  
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major roles in your course. Try connecting these major theories and themes together.
 Also try comparing and contrasting different concepts—
this is a popular essay style exam question. 
 
When you get into the exam, if you have options about which questions you will resp
ond to, make your selections, and as I mentioned earlier, spend several minutes creati
ng a rough outline. This will help to get your mind warmed up, and to collect your tho
ughts before you start writing. 
 
As some general rules go, make sure to write legibly;if your professor can’t read it, th
ey’re not likely to mark it as correct. And leave yourself lots of space, just in case you 
decide to add something in that you’ve forgotten. 
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It’s very difficult to give tips for responding to short answer questions. Unlike in the es
say question, you don’t have the time or the space to write out a lengthy response in 
the hopes that your professor can find some part marks hidden in your paragraphs. A
nd unlike the multiple choice question, you won’t find the answer on the page. For th
e short answer questions, it usually comes down to ‘you know it or you don’t’.  
For this reason, it’s in your best interest to over‐study for these questions. Just when 
you think you couldn’t possibly spend another moment on the material, and that you’
d know it in your sleep, review it again. 
If you find that you’re running out of time, outline your response in point form, to sho
w your professor that you have the knowledge.  
Where applicable, include a small diagram to illustrate your point.  
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True or false and matching questions are slightly less common, and you may only see 
a few of these on an exam. As with the multiple choice questions, make sure to read t
hese questions very carefully, as it is common to make simple mistakes due to a readi
ng error. Also as with multiple choice questions, look out for those absolute statemen
ts, and qualifying statements. 
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It is not easy to simply start using new study strategies, and it takes time and practise 
to develop new habits. At first, new study techniques may seem tedious, and you may
 feel like the time you’re spending that task could be put to better use. Rest assured t
hat it takes time to develop all new habits, and after some time you’ll find it becomes
 easier and less of a burden with each passing week. 
Don’t give up! 
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For more assistance, visit our website, stop by the Study Skills Office, or call to book a
n appointment—you’ll be glad you did! 
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