
Let me guess. It’s right around the time that tests and mid-terms are starting to 
emerge. Whether you’re in middle school, high school, college, or even grad 
school this time can feel downright daunting. In order to safely reach the other 

side of a riverbed dotted with quizzes, tests, and really important assignments, you will 
need a few strategies.

1. Examine your tendencies and patterns and strive for a healthier lifestyle.  
This should include assessing your eating, sleeping, exercising or substance 
using tendencies. It’s best to eat several smaller meals each day, comprised of 
fruits, vegetables, and meats such as chicken and fish. You will also want to 
sleep at 7-10 hours per night, and sleeping in on the weekends may help you 
make up for not getting enough sleep during the week. Exercising for 30-60 
minutes can help you feel better and allow you to concentrate more effectively—
an essential component of successful studying. Lastly, it’s important to monitor 
your use of caffeine, alcohol, and drugs as they have a tendency to cause prob-
lems with sleep, memory, attention and other functions. If you are going to use 
caffeine, do so at the beginning of your study session, provided it isn’t too late 
in the evening.

2. Now that you’re on your way to a healthier you, let’s talk about your note 
taking skills. 
Basically, note taking is important. However, if you find that it is difficult to pay 
attention to the lecture and also write down what the teaching is saying, con-
sider asking the teacher if you can record the lesson. You could also ask a friend 
if you could copy their notes after class.  Be sure to ask questions if you have 
trouble understanding something, and take some time to review your notes or 
look at your textbook after class. 
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3. Prepare for your exam 5-7 days ahead of time. 
Yes, that’s right, cramming the night before will get you nowhere. So, take some time now to go through 
your syllabi or class schedule and your calendar to make a note of each of your exams. Then, set a reminder 
for yourself on your phone or in your paper calendar so you know when to start studying (about a week 
ahead of time).

4. Use active study strategies to prepare for your exam. 
Have you ever spent all night reading over your notes only to get to the test the next day and find that you 
only remember some of the material? Well, a) you would have benefited from studying earlier, but b) you 
are using a passive study strategy to learn information, and this makes it less likely that you will remember. 
To change this, take some time to review the information and then quiz yourself or have someone else quiz 
you. This might involve making flashcards or even creating a practice test for yourself online. Whether you 
prefer to study independently or with a group, you should be sure to practice reciting the information or 
answering questions without looking at your notes.

5. Now that you are eating and sleeping well, taking good notes, preparing in advance, and using active 
study strategies, it’s time to think about the night and morning before an exam. 
This can be an anxiety provoking time, even if you’ve followed all of these tips. My suggestion? Do most of 
your heavy studying 2-3 days before the exam, if at all possible. Review only the most important and most 
central concepts the night before and then take some time off before you go to bed to let your mind unwind. 
Watch a movie, read a book, or talk with a friend before you get your 7-10 hours of sleep. In the morning, 
eat a healthy breakfast and arrive to the exam with enough time to take some deep breaths and tell yourself 
you’ll do the best you can; last minute studying is often not helpful and can raise anxiety. Then, go into your 
test and do your best. Afterward, be sure to review any errors you make on the test so you don’t make them 
again. Good luck!

Other links:
Diet: http://www.choosemyplate.gov/print-materials-ordering/dietary-guidelines.html
Sleep: http://www.cdc.gov/sleep/about_sleep/how_much_sleep.htm
Exercise: http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/everyone/guidelines/
Note taking: http://www.testtakingtips.com/note/
Flashcards and practice tests: http://quizlet.com/

5 Tips to Help You Crush Your Exams (So They Don’t Crush You)

To subscribe to the PPA News You Can Use E-Newsletter, please visit: 
http://www.papsy.org/index.php/psychological-news-you-can-use

page 2


