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Many students spend time studying for an exam but do not study the right way. How you study is 
more important than the amount of time you study.  
 
Get Organized 

1. Learn about the exam format. 
a. Will the exam be objective, essay, or a combination of both? 
b. Is the exam simply over the most recent section of material, or is the exam 

cumulative over everything already covered in the semester?  
2. Organize your time. 

a. A week or more before an exam, set aside time each day to study.  
b. List all chapters, notes, and handouts that you need to review, decide what you 

will review in each session, and stick to your plan.  
c. The night before the exam, do a final, complete review of all that you have 

studied, paying close attention to the most difficult material. Do not study new 
material. 

3. Consider studying with others. 
a. Depending on your learning style, you may want to study with others.  
b. Study groups force you to become actively involved with the course content. 
c. Be selective about the students with whom you study; make sure the students are 

taking the time seriously. 
4. Attend the class before the exam. 

a. Your instructor may give a brief review of the material on the exam or offer 
review suggestions.  
 

Deciding What to Study 
 

Type of material How to use it for review 
Textbook chapters • Reread highlighting and marking. 

• Review chapter summaries. 
• Use your own outlines, notes, summaries, or maps. 

Class notes • Reread and mark important information 
• Use recall clues to self-test 

Homework assignments • Review purpose and relationship to course content. 
• Review highlighting or summary notes. 

Previous tests and quizzes • Mark items you missed, and look for a pattern of error. 
• Identify types of questions you missed. 
• Identify topics you need to study further. 

Instructor’s handouts • Note purpose of each item and to which lecture it corresponds. 
• Identify key points emphasized.  
• Review objectives listed in the course syllabus. 
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Preparing and Using Study Sheets 
A study sheet organizes and summarizes complex information in an easy-to-study form. To 
prepare a study sheet, identify a topic that is likely to be tested, pull together all the available 
material on it from the sources listed in the box above, and then outline the material using as few 
words as possible.  
 
Use the following strategies on your study sheets to strengthen your memory: 

1. Link new and already known information. 
a. If you need to remember a sequence of four dates in twentieth-century United 

States history, link those dates to events you already know that occurred at the 
same time.  

2. Group information. 
a. Remembering a large number of individual pieces of information is more difficult 

than remembering information organized into meaningful groups.  
3. Visualize information. 

a. You may remember a story or an image better than words. For example, an 
anatomy student might draw and label the parts in the human skeletal system 
rather than simply listing them out on a study sheet.  

 
Testing Yourself 
Write questions in the margins of your text or on the back of your study sheet, and write answers 
to them. You may want to use physical or online flashcards to test yourself (Quizlet.com is a 
helpful site for creating and studying online flashcards.). Some questions should be factual, but 
others should require you to apply what you have learned to a new situation and to reason out an 
answer based on what you know about other situations. For exams that require solving problems 
(such as mathematics or chemistry), practice solving various types of problems.  
 
For all courses, focus on the main themes and issues of the course.  
 

1. Studying for objective exams  
a. Objective tests include short-answer, multiple-choice, true/false, matching, and 

fill-in-the-blank questions. Objective questions are constructed so that the answers 
you choose are either right or wrong.  

b. Your goal in reviewing for objective exams is to become so familiar with course 
material that you can recognize the correct answers.  

i. Reread your textbook highlighting. 
1. Using the boldface headings in the chapter, form a question for 

each, and answer it.  
2. Check your highlighting to see if you were correct. 

ii. Use your study sheets. 
1. Read the information on your study sheets several times.  
2. Write the first topic on a sheet of paper, and see if you can recall 

all the information under that topic on the study sheet. If you 
cannot, then reread and test yourself again until you can.  
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2. Studying for essay exams 

a. Select likely topics. 
i. Use boldface textbook headings, use end-of-chapter discussion questions, 

and recall clues written in the margins of your lecture notes to identify 
important topics or subtopics.  

ii. Check the course syllabus to see if it lists the major topics to be covered in 
that section of the course. 

b. Study the topics you select. 
i. Identify which aspects of the topics might be tested. 

ii. What were your instructor’s approach, focus, and emphasis with respect to 
the subject matter? 

c. Write possible questions. 
i. Pick questions you think your instructor might ask. 

ii. Phrase the questions as they might appear on an essay exam, using words 
such as describe, define, explain, summarize, analyze, evaluate, etc. 

d. Write rough-draft answers.  
i. Using the study sheets you have already prepared, practice answering the 

questions you have written.  
ii. Through writing, you will recognize relationships among ideas, organize 

your thoughts, and discover the best way to present them. 
e. Use key word outlines 

i. Reduce your draft answer to a keyword outline for each answer. For each 
item in your outline, write a keyword that will trigger your memory of that 
idea.  

ii. Together these words form a mini-outline of topics and ideas to include in 
an essay.  

 
Adapting Your Study Strategies for Each Course 
Because each course is different, you will need to adapt the way you study for exams depending 
on the type of course you are taking. 
 

Academic discipline and type of exam What to expect 
Social sciences: objective and essay exams • Questions about theories, principles, and concepts 

• Essay questions may be on applications or a case study 
• Questions testing your knowledge of specialized 

vocabulary 
• Questions about relationships: comparisons and 

contrasts, cause and effects, and sequences 
Sciences: objective exams • Questions about themes and principles 

• Questions requiring problem solving 
• Questions about classifications 

Mathematics: objective exams • Questions requiring problem solving, with variations 
on general problem types 

• Questions requiring memorization of formulas 
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Literature and the arts: essay exams • Questions about trends and patterns demonstrated 
through series of works 

• Questions about characteristics and features of 
particular works, themes, and significant issues 

• Questions requiring memorization of full names and 
spellings of works and authors’ or artists’ names 

Career fields: objective exams  • Questions requiring applications: How is the 
information to be used? 

• Questions requiring application of information to 
hypothetical situations or case studies 

• Questions about procedures and processes and their 
appropriate uses 

 
 


