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STUDYING FOR TESTS

WHAT TO STUDY

Course and Discipline-specific vocabulary demonstrates your knowledge of a subject.

Relevant concepts and theories as well as practical examples demonstrate that you grasp both the theoretical and
practical presentations of course material.

Formulas and their uses are important to know. Some instructors permit you to bring mathematical and chemical
formulas to the test on index cards; you still need to know how to apply them to problems on the exam.

Major Philosophies should be clear to you. In addition to philosophy classes, courses in nursing and social work will
include over-arching ethical and practical philosophies that you will be responsible for and will need to syn-
thesize with other course material, with practical situations (such as clinical experiences and internships), and
often with your own prior experiences, observations, or personal value system.

Major trends or movements. Many courses, both the humanities (literature, philosophy, theology) and the hard and
soft sciences (biology, pharmacology, sociology, social work) might require that you develop an essay re-
sponse around the major trends in theory and in practice during a particular time frame. In such cases, both the
major ideas and chronological order are important in executing a fluid, logical and well-developed summary
and analysis. A prompt for such an essay might also require that you include examples and discuss how they
are effective illustrations of thecharacteristics of a particular trend or movement in the discipline.

Lists, outlines, and synopses of course material provided by the instructor, included in the text, or written in your
notes should be studied. Do not simply memorize such information in isolation: synthesize all material with
course themes and course objectives. In using such material in an essay response, try to demonstrate your
understanding of its significance in relation to course themes and objectives.

Chronology of events can be important, though, as markers that chart the forward movement of ideas, hypotheses, or
the intellectual climate within a specific time frame as well as historical and political trends that changed
cultural customs, practices, and ideologies. In such instances, the relationship of one generation’s ideas to
those of the next or the discussion of the evolution of progressive thinking might be the objective of a test
question.

HOW TO PULL INFORMATION TOGETHER

Thoroughly review all course material relevant to the exam. Review pertinent selections in the course text(s), your
lecture and lab notes, handouts and study guides provided by the instructor, journal entries, and old tests and
quizzes.

Consider discussing the exam with your classmates, but be certain the classmate you talk with and study with is
conscientious, records effective notes, and understands the objectives and expectations of the instructor. Study
groups and review sessions can be helpful if you are having difficulty with a certain concept or have forgotten
one of the focuses for the exam. You in turn might effectively reinforce what you know if you are given an
opportunity to clarify something for one of your peers.

Analyze course material according to organizational plans that might lend themselves to essay responses:

Cause and effect relationships or action and reaction trends
For example, discuss the causes of the Civil War, the effects of southern reconstruction on industrialization, the
the influence of Florence Nightingale’s philosophy on modern nursing, and the socio-political climate out of which
the “women’s movement” was created.

Problems and their solutions
For example, 1) Your psychology exam includes a profile of a prospective patient, and you must diagnose the pathol-
ogy and prescribe a method of management; 2) Your counseling exam describes a conflicted client, and you must
outline the theory you will apply to intervene; 3) Your nutrition instructor provides a recipe and asks that
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you make substitutions to reduce the fat and/or calories so a client on a restricted diet can partake of the food after the
adjustments; 4) Your education professor describes a poorly managed classroom.

Chronological approach
For example, chronologically trace the development of a trend, school of thought, or phenomenon by using impor-
tant dates, events, or figures as markers along a time line. 1) Trace the major political and economic developments in
the south from the conclusion of the Civil War through the period of reconstruction and the industrialization of the
southern economy; 2) Develop an essay tracing the influences of the ancient Hebrew faith as a foundation for Roman
Catholicism; 3) Summarize developments in nursing philosophy and practice since the post-Crimean War publica-
tions of Florence Nightingale’s ideas.

Compare/contrast strategy

Note that a comparison generally draws out the similarities among two subjects, while a contrast points out differ-
ences between two subjects. In some cases you need to both compare and contrast information. For example, a
sociology or social work professor might ask you to compare and contrast your ethnic experiences, values, beliefs
and so forth (real culture) with the descriptions of your ethnic heritage provided in professional journals (cultural
construct). You will select applicable key topics represented in the source material (religion, education, work ethic,
gender roles, etc.) and measure them against your personal experience. In a literature course, the professor might
require that you outline the major characteristics of American Realism and compare/contrast how Emily Dickinson
and Walt Whitman illustrate those characteristics in subject matter, themes, style, and so on.

Defend or refute a proposition
Your instructor might require that you defend (argue in favor) or refute (oppose) a premise or proposition. For
example, 1) Slavery was an economic necessity in the pre-Civil War South; 2) Mandatory AIDS testing of caregivers
should be implemented in all health care facilities; 3) The government should revoke the driving licenses of aging
citizens who require corrective vision measures. You will need to present relevant, well-reasoned evidence that
supports your position. The evaluation of your response will focus on how convincing and persuasive you advance
your argument and not necessarily on what your position is.

Process/analysis approach
Instructors can evaluate their students’ higher order critical thinking by asking them to analyze a subject and describe
how parts or ideas are related and come together logically. For instance, an Environmental Science instructor who
has covered the pros and cons of nuclear power as an alternative energy source might require that you outline the
workings of a nuclear power plant and explain how energy is produced.

SUGGESTIONS TO CONSIDER WELL BEFORE THE EVENING BEFORE YOUR EXAM
Review the course syllabus carefully to be certain you understand the objectives and expectations. Frequently the course
syllabus, chapter headings in texts, and other similar information can be unexpected sources that yield clues to possible
text questions or approaches you should use.

Compile a stack of index cards that cover course terms, theories and other information progressively throughout the
course, perhaps once weekly, and revise them periodically throughout the semester.

Consider the possibility that highlighting is not the best method for working with course texts, assigned articles and hand-
outs. You should be actively interacting with the text by recording notes in your pad, linking similar ideas and concepts,
raising and writing down questions that you can bring to class discussion, looking for and thinking about practical ex
amples, and so on.

For easy access to topics covered in a course, consider trying these two techniques for organizing information. Flag
sections in your notebooks by using plastic divider tabs (the kind that are used in three ring loose-leaf binders) or by
affixing “Post-it” notes. Label the flag with a brief heading or title to denote the topic and the chapter or page numbers
in the book where corresponding material is located.

NOTE: Approaches and organizational plans can move from the specific to the general, or, conversely, from the general to the specific. Your
instructor will provide information in the test questions that will help move you in the right direction as you consider how to compose an answer,
whether it be a definition, short paragraph response, or full, blue book essay.
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