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Exam techniques

Being able to cope with the pressures of a timed exam or a take home exam are skills which you can improve.  Experience will help but a careful strategy will also assist you.  Remember that the most important thing is to answer the question that you have been asked, not to tell the examiner everything you know about a particular topic.
The timed exam/test (closed book, essay format)

In this situation, you will sit a two or three hour exam without the benefit of notes or a text book and you will have to write two or three essays.  Time, or lack of it, will probably feel like the main problem.  Consider the situation an opportunity to manage the available time, rather than feeling you are under pressure.  You should know in advance how long the paper will be and roughly what it will be like, so you can rehearse.

Once you have the paper in front of you and reading time available, you should read the whole paper through to make sure that you know exactly how many questions you have to answer, in which sections, and what you are required to do.  Divide the available time by the number of questions.  If it is a two hour exam and you have to write 3 essays then you have 40 minutes per essay.  Take account of the marks for each section.  A part that is worth 20 marks may need more time than one worth 10 marks.
Use the reading time to select which questions you will attempt, and jot down some ideas , key words, outlines etc.  (It is usual that you are permitted to use the reading time to do this, but make sure that this is the case.)

Work out which order you will do the questions in.  Unless there is a particular instruction which says you must work through the exam in a particular order, you can usually select which question to do first.  Most students opt to do the ‘easiest’ question first.  By this they usually mean the one they feel most confident about.

Write the number of the question and if it is an essay type question, write the topic out too.  It will help you in the planning process.

Spend 3-4 minutes writing an essay plan.  Then if you run out of time, you may be able to use the plan to show where you were going to go with your argument.

Spend a minute or two reading the essay/answer through when you are finished to avoid silly spelling errors or other mistakes.

Resist the temptation to spend a lot of time on one question and neglecting the others.  Keep to your time table.

The timed exam ( multiple choice format)
Allocate time on the basis of the number of test items and the marking scheme.

Read the question stem and all the alternatives.

Eliminate the least plausible answer.

Look carefully at answers which have words like ‘never, always ,entirely’ because they are often distractors.

Pay close attention to modifiers like ‘mostly, usually, generally, often’ because they often are the most likely answers.

Pay attention to two alternatives which mean the same thing because they must both be wrong.

Equally, pay close attention to alternatives which are completely contradictory because one of them may be the correct option.

Always give a response, even if you have to guess in the end. 
The timed exam (short answers or a combination)

Again it is important to have practised writing short answers and have a clear idea of how much you need to write ( a paragraph, a couple of sentences, individual words).  Short answers can be more demanding than essays because every word has to be chosen carefully and accurately.  You may also have to label diagrams or do quick sketches or interpret graphs, so be sure you are familiar with the kinds of things you might be asked to do.
An open book exam (timed)

This is one where you have access to your notes or to a book or other resources and a time limit of some variety.  For example, 12 hours to access the question, use the resources and submit your answers electronically.

Some students find this kind of exam more stressful because they don’t know how much of the 12 hours to spend on the exam.  Should they stop to eat lunch?  How much time should they spend reading and looking at resources and how much time actually writing?

It is very difficult to give hard and fast rules for tackling this kind of exam but there are some guidelines.  Planning is very important in this kind of exam.  There is no shortage of material.  In fact, there is a danger that you try to read too much, include too many references.  
It is wise to spend the first couple of hours thinking, planning and researching. 
 Then, draft a first response.  
Take a brief break for lunch.  
Return to the work and read it through again.  Note areas of weakness, areas where the argument lacks evidence or the conclusions are not strong or the argument seems weak.  Remedy those sections. 
 Look at the whole document in terms of its structure.  Make any adjustments. 
 The final edit should concentrate on spelling, grammar and expression.
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