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Introduction

Few people enjoy exams. Heading into an assessment, unable to be sure of the questions you 
will be asked, can be pretty scary, even for the most prepared. For some, exam season is a time 
of stress, anxiety and worry. 

This Snapshot aims to help you through. Giving advice on preparation and planning, revision 
techniques, taking exams and coping with stress, it aims to help you achieve your best.

1

5 Steps to Success:
1. Planning

2. Revision

3. The day of the exam (and the day before)

4. During the exam

5. Stress and wellbeing

Planning

‘…exam preparation really needs to begin on the very first day  
of the class.’ 

– Motivation and Learning Strategies for College Success, Helena Seli and Myron H. Dembo

That may sound daunting and you may ask if that much preparation is really needed? Think 
about it this way: all the notes you take in class, the readings you study, will feed the knowledge 
you need to pass your exams at the end of the semester. If you don’t study the readings to 
engage with each topic, if you don’t write clear, comprehensive notes, how will you be able 
to use them successfully when exam season comes around? Going into each class aiming for 
success in your exams will start you off in the right way.

As term goes past, start thinking about how you will revise. Don’t leave it too late to discover you 
don’t know the best way of approaching it. After all, what works for some people won’t necessarily 
work for you. In Motivation and Learning Strategies for College Success, Seli and Dembo say:

‘Although it is helpful to discuss the content or even study with 
classmates, be sure to develop your own plan for success on an exam.’

Take time to think about studying methods that work for you, understand what is helpful for 
the way you learn best. Seli and Dembo go on to suggest a series of questions that can help 
you identify what has worked best for you in the past, questions that can help you change or 
improve your study habits in the future. 
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For example:

• Do you set goals for what you hope to accomplish  
each time you study?

• Do you use study strategies other than rehearsal  
(e.g. reading over notes and textbooks, underlining  
content in textbooks, reciting definitions)?

• Do you write questions to answer while studying?

Once you understand the way you learn best, it’s time to plan your study. There are different 
ways to do this, different tools that can help you, and once again you need to work out what 
works best for you. It could be flashcards, creating thematic notes, writing practice essays, or 
answering old exam papers. You may find you study best in groups or on your own. None of 
these methods is right or wrong. You simply need to make sure that you are truly learning and 
coming to fully understand the topics you are studying.

Structure a timetable, outlining the topics you will learn, the tools you will use and the time you 
will put aside each day. Make sure you look at the course handbook too. It will almost always 
give you an idea of what is expected of you in the exam and it’s a great place to find out if you 
are taking the right approach. 

If there are topics that you feel you really don’t understand, don’t be afraid to go and talk to your 
lecturer. They will be more than happy to help you out, to give you advice on how to approach 
the topic and to point you in the direction of books that will help you.

Revision

In Letters to a New Student, Gary Wood advises that you should:

‘Treat revision like a job. That means you get up early and put in a  
full ‘day at the office’ and stick to regular hours. Start with a review  
of what information you have, identify the gaps and how you can  
fill them. Also, identify any theory that crosses over into more than 
one of your subjects.’

You must treat revision seriously. You may feel that you understand one or two areas that your 
class covered well and that you don’t need to give them as much attention as other areas. 
To a point, that is true. But be careful. You still need to spend time going over your notes on 
these topics, asking yourself if you really do understand them. Reword your notes in different 
language, get course mates to ask you questions about each topic and if you can’t answer those 
questions, there is still work to be done. 
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‘…approach exam preparation with the notion that all relevant 
content will be reviewed. In this way, you will be prepared no matter 
what the instructor asks on an exam.’ 

– Motivation and Learning Strategies for College Success, Helena Seli and Myron H. Dembo

Our attention spans are getting shorter and research says that we can only really focus for 
around 18 minutes. So, after that time has passed take a quick break. Wander around your room, 
look out of the window, make yourself a coffee. Don’t check your phone! A short break, nothing 
too distracting, will do wonders and help you to continue to take in more information. It may be 
that you find your attention span lasts longer than that, but whatever time works for you aim to 
achieve something in that time. As Gary Wood says, ‘…commit to tiny goals…’ and these  
small achievements will encourage you forward.

The Guide to Learning and Study Skills by Sue Drew and Rosie Bingham offers a helpful list of 
revision techniques you may find useful. The list includes: 

• Tape yourself reading/talking about the material and listen  
to it wherever possible.

• Make diagrams that show key points (e.g. flow diagrams  
showing cause and effect; time-lines showing what happened  
in what order).

• Make mind maps to show key ideas, concepts or facts  
and how they’re connected.

• Re-write your notes: put the contents in an order that  
makes more sense; pick out key points; add information  
you missed; clarify what you don’t understand.

• Watch a video of particular techniques and practices.

In Letters to a New Student, Gary Wood suggests what he calls the ‘fantasy lecture approach.’

‘It’s based on the idea that it’s easier to tell a story than it is to 
memorize a list of facts. So, prepare to give a 20-minute talk to an 
imaginary audience – well, your empty room. Start  
by progressively condensing your notes. Write out each updated 
version and speak the words aloud too. Cut them down to a list of 
bullet points to use as prompts for your talk.

When you’re ready, take a few deep breaths, set a time for 20 
minutes, stand up and address the room on your chosen topic. The 
idea is that you talk for the whole time without a break… As you 
speak, your brain fills in the gaps to connect the points using your 
own words… The technique actively consolidates the knowledge.’
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There are many techniques and approaches to revision. Finding what works for you will ensure 
that you achieve your best when the exam comes around.

The day of the exam (and the day before)

The day before the exam, don’t be tempted to follow so many of your course mates and stay 
up late ‘cramming’, squeezing more revision time into every second you have left. If you’ve 
been well-prepared and have revised properly you won’t need to cram. It’s been proved that 
cramming doesn’t help you. It raises stress levels, making concentrating on your studying harder. 

Instead, spend the evening before your exam relaxing. Spend time with friends, binge on a 
boxset, then have an early night. Get plenty of sleep, avoid a hangover and you’ll be in the right 
frame of mind for the exam. 

On the day of the exam, make sure you are fully prepared. Take spare pens just in case one runs out 
of ink. Concentrate on recent successes and achievements. If you’re allowed to take notes into the 
exam make sure that they are clearly marked so you don’t waste time looking for particular points, 
names or dates. If you feel particularly worried it can be a good idea to write down your worries, 
then leave the paper behind in your room. It may sound strange, but research has shown that 
getting your worries down on paper can help you put them to one side. 

Make sure you know some breathing exercises too. In ‘Letters to a New Student’, Gary Wood offers 
a brief 2-minute exercise:

‘It’s just seven long, slow, deep breaths, with eyes closed, focusing on 
your breathing… Thoughts might pop in and out of your head. It 
doesn’t mean you have to engage with them or resist them. Instead, 
just ‘observe’ them and even name them – ‘there’s a thought about ‘x’. 
Then let them go and bring your attention back to your breath.’

During the exam

Once the exam has actually begun, don’t plunge straight into answering. Take a few minutes to 
look through the questions. Look at the marks assigned to each answer. In an exam, the first thing 
to do is to ask questions of the exam itself. Which questions do you feel most confident about? 
Which is going to be the hardest or which has the highest percentage of marks? Now think 
carefully, which should you answer first? How much time should you assign to each question? 

For example, if you have to answer three essay questions, all worth the same amount of marks 
in ninety minutes you spend half an hour on each. You could choose to start with the simplest, 
help yourself feel that you’ve already achieved something. Or you could start with the most 
difficult, so you know you have simpler to come. If your exam is many questions, multiple 
choice, true or false answers, think about answering those first where you are sure of the 
answers then go back and answer those that need more thought. 
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Never answer in a rush, however certain you are of the answer. Read the question carefully and 
consider your answer, or if potential answers are provided consider each of them carefully before 
choosing. It is all too easy to rush through those you think you know and miss one word and make 
a mistake. Remember the time assigned to an exam is chosen so that students can be comfortable 
in knowing they have time to provide good answers. No one is expecting you to rush.

For essay questions, look for key words in the question that will give you a clue as to how you 
are expected to answer. In Letters to a New Student, Gary Wood explains: 

‘… key phrases in essay and exam questions give clues. They tell  
you what you need to do and how in-depth your essay should be. 
Words like ‘describe’, ‘summarize’, ‘list’ or ‘outline’ call for a less  
detailed approach. Words such as ‘criticize’, ‘evaluate’, and ‘examine’ 
call for a more in-depth approach.’

Through closely examining the choice of words in the question you can be sure that you are 
approaching the answer in the right way. Spend some time jotting down ideas and a rough 
structure for your answer to an essay question. In The Guide to Learning and Study Skills, Drew  
and Bingham say:

‘If you’re running out of time, you could indicate what you were 
going to cover, rather than do nothing (e.g. a bullet point list of 
information/ideas; notes covering the main issues; set out a plan  
for answering the remaining question.’

These preliminary notes mean that if you find yourself in the situation of having little time left, 
you already have something to offer the marker. Better to have a rough, very unpolished  
answer than none at all.

Stress and Wellbeing

Stress is a word we hear a lot nowadays. But what does it really mean? The Mental Health 
Foundation describes it as ‘the degree to which you feel overwhelmed or unable to cope as a 
result of pressures that are unmanageable’,

It is the word ‘unmanageable’ that is key. A little stress can be good for us, can drive us to 
achieve, can push us forward towards our goals. But too much stress can be damaging and 
can make us ill. Everyone is different, will struggle in different ways and with different pressures 
before stress becomes a problem. Some people find certain situations, e.g. giving a presentation, 
stressful, while others will thrive on it. There is absolutely no shame in finding the pressures of 
life stressful. The question is what to do when we feel ourselves overwhelmed, and for many 
students exam season can be a particularly stressful time. 

Breathing techniques have already been briefly mentioned and mastering a few simple 
exercises can really help, especially just before or during an exam. Spending some time learning 
a few meditation techniques can be really helpful too. A few minutes spent clearing your mind 
can do wonders for your stress levels – even though it sounds counterintuitive for busy students.

5



For permission to reproduce this snapshot for educational purposes, please contact laura.maisey@tandf.co.uk. 6

HOW TO PREPARE FOR EXAMS: 5 STEPS TO SUCCESS

References

6th Edition

Motivation and Learning 
Strategies for College
A Focus on Self-Regulated Learning
Helena Seli and Myron H. Dembo

ISBN: 9780367002145 
www.routledge.com/9780367002145

Letters to a New Student
Tips to Study Smarter  
from a Psychologist
Gary Wood

ISBN: 9781138362543 
www.routledge.com/9781138362543

The Guide to Learning  
and Study Skills
For Higher Education and at Work
Sue Drew and Rosie Bingham

ISBN: 9780566092336 
www.routledge.com/9780566092336

 

 

In Letters to a New Student, Gary Wood addresses how exercise can help our mental health:

‘Studies show that students do better on academic tests on days they 
take physical activity. Exercise steps up blood flow and gets oxygen 
to the brain… Getting active can improve our ability to absorb new 
stuff and hold on to it. It also brings a near-instant boost to mood. It 
lowers stress and anxiety, raises self-esteem, and can help to treat 
and prevent depression.’

During exam season being compassionate to yourself is more essential than ever. This stressful 
time can quickly take its toll. So, if you find yourself simply too tired or too stressed to study then 
take a night off, take a nap, spend a few hours with your friends. There’s no need to feel frustrated 
with yourself in the times when you simply need to walk away from studying for a few hours and 
relax. Sometimes you just need to rest and be kind to yourself. In the long run it will help you. 

Conclusion

Exams are a big part of life for many students, and often they’re something you’ll be faced with 
in life outside of university too. Learning to prepare well and master your nerves are the biggest 
keys to succeeding in your exams. 

Good luck!


