Controlling Test Anxiety

Do you sometimes flub questions when you know the answer? Freeze during tests? Have difficulty sleeping as exams approach? If so, you might be suffering from test anxiety. A little tension before a test is good. That tingly, butterflies-in-the-stomach feeling you get from extra adrenaline can sharpen your awareness and keep you alert. Too much tension, however, can be damaging and prevent you from doing your best on exams.

The following suggestions are intended to help you ease test anxiety. If these suggestions do not help, the next stop is to discuss the problem with a counselor.

1. Be sure test anxiety is not an excuse. Many students say they have test anxiety when actually they have not studied and reviewed carefully or thoroughly. If you are unprepared, you should have every reason to be anxious!

2. Get used to test situations. Become less disturbed by tests by putting yourself in test-like conditions. 

a. Visit the classroom when it is empty and take a seat. Visualize yourself taking a test there.

b. Develop practice or review tests.

c. Take as many tests as possible, even though you dislike them. 

3. Control negative thinking. Negative thinking predisposes you to failure. Instead, send yourself positive rather than negative messages. Say, "I have studied hard and I deserve to pass," or "I know I can do it!" Remember, being well prepared is one of the best ways to reduce test anxiety. 

a. Compose yourself before the test begins. Before you begin the test, take 30 seconds or so to calm yourself. Take several deep breaths, close your eyes, and visualize yourself calmly working through the test. Remind yourself that you have prepared carefully and have every reason to do well.

b. Answer easy questions first. This will help you work calmly, and you will prove to yourself that you can handle the test. 



How To Cram

Students who consistently cram for tests are not likely to be successful in their courses. They often have to cram because they have not managed their time well. However, even organized students may sometimes run into problems that disrupt their regular study routine. As a result, they need to cram in order to pass a test. If you are ever in this situation, the following steps may help you do some quick but effective studying.

1. Accept the fact that you are not going to be able to study everything. You may have to exclude your textbook if you know that your instructor tends to base most of a test on class material.

2. Read through your class notes (and your textbook notes, if you have them). Mark off ideas that are most important. Try to guess many of the ideas your instructor will put in the test.

3. Write the ideas you have selected on sheets of paper, making "cram sheets" of important points to study.

4. Go back, if time remains, and review all your notes. If you do not have textbook notes, you might skim your textbook.

Remember, however, that cramming is never a good idea. Cramming the day before a test is likely to tire you out and raise your anxiety level, so that on the day of an exam you will not think as clearly as you usually do. You will also not remember the material as well as you would if you had learned it in smaller portions over a period of several weeks. Studies have shown that breaking up study time results in more efficient learning. Three 2-hour study sessions are better than one 6-hour study session. Even better are 50-minute sessions separated by breaks. Your brain automatically reviews what you have been studying while you wash dishes or have a snack. The break gets your blood circulating, refreshes your mind, and keeps you from nodding off.



Test Taking Hints

1. Anticipate the answer and look for something close to it.
Develop an answer in your mind before you read the options. Then look for a response that comes closest to your anticipated answer.

2. Consider all alternatives before choosing an answer.
Read all the options, especially when the first answer appears correct. Do not rush to record an answer without considering all the alternatives.

3. Avoid answers with 100 percent words.
'All' and 'never' mean 100 percent of the time, without exceptions. Often choices that include 100 percent (absolute) words are wrong. Other 100 percent words to avoid are: 

	no
	none
	only

	every
	always
	must


4. If two options mean the same, eliminate both.
If both is not a possible answer and two items say basically the same thing, then neither can be correct.

5. Validate true responses on "All of the following except."
In this type of question, you must recognize several responses as correct and find the one that is incorrect.

6. Cross out answers you know are incorrect.
This helps focus your attention on the most reasonable options.

7. Use the following clues when you have no idea of the answer and must guess. 

a. The longest answer is often correct. 

b. The answer in the middle, especially one with the most words, is often correct. 

c. If two answers have the opposite meaning, one of them is probably correct. 

d. Answers with qualifiers, such as 'generally', 'probably', 'most', 'often', 'some', 'sometimes', and 'usually', are frequently correct. 

Specific Hints for True/False Questions

1. Answers with absolute words such as 'all', 'always', 'everyone', 'never', and 'only' are usually false.

2. Answers with qualifiers such as 'generally', 'probably', 'most', 'often', 'sometimes', and 'usually' are frequently true.

3. Simplify questions with double negatives by crossing out both negatives= and then determining the correct answer.

4. Mark the statement false if it is partly false.

5. Write out the word 'true' or 'false'.

Specific Hints For Answering Matching Questions

1. Read both columns carefully before matching any items.

2. Match the items you are sure of first.

3. Anticipate the match before referring to the possible choices.

4. Cross out the choices once they have been used unless answers can be used more than once.

5. Use all the matching items if each column has the same number of items.

Specific Hints For Answering Fill-in Questions

1. Read the questions to yourself so you can actually hear what is being said. If more than one response comes to mind, write them both lightly in the margin. Then when you review your answers later, choose the answer that feels most right to you.

2. Make sure each answer you provide fits logically and grammatically into its slot in the sentence.
For example: "An _______________________ lists ideas in a sequence." (The correct answer is 'enumeration'.) Note that the word 'an' signals that the correct answer begins with a 'vowel'.

3. Remember that not all fill-in answers require only one word. If you think several words are needed to complete the answer, write in all the words unless the instructor or the directions indicate that only single-word responses will be accepted.

Specific Hints For Answering Essay Questions

1. Read the directions carefully and do exactly what is asked. If the question requires you to 'list' or 'enumerate' such as "List the six major types of transportation," write the numbers 1 through 6 with a type of transportation listed after each number. 

2. Make a schedule. Decide how much time you can allot to each question. Give more time to those that are worth more points and that are harder for you. 

3. Organize your response. Take a few minutes to brainstorm and jot down ideas rather than writing the first thing that pops into your head. If the time runs short, use an outline or a diagram to express your remaining ideas. 

4. Use an appropriate style. Be respectful; do not use slang. Avoid empty words. Words like 'good', 'interesting', and 'nice' say very little. Be more direct and descriptive in your writing. Write in complete sentences. 

5. Be aware of appearance. Research has shown that, on average, essays written in a clear, legible handwriting receive a higher grade than essays written somewhat illegibly. 'Proofread' for correct grammar, punctuation, and spelling. 

6. Predict and practice. Predict possible essay questions by using the table of contents and textbook headings to form questions. Practice brainstorming to answer these questions. Do as much thinking as possible to prepare yourself to take the test before you sit down to begin writing. 

7. Write something. Despite careful preparation, you may forget an answer. If this should happen, do not leave a blank page; write down something. By writing down something you give the instructor the chance to give you some points for trying! 

8. After the test, read an 'A' paper. You can see what you should and could have done. Use that paper as a model from which to learn. 

Following are a number of key words used in essay questions and a description of what they mean.

Compare — list the similarities between things
Contrast — note the differences between things
Criticize — state your opinion and stress the weaknesses
Define — state the meaning so that the term is understood and use examples
Describe — state the characteristics so that the image is vivid
Diagram — make a drawing that demonstrates relationships
Discuss — define the issue and elaborate on the advantages and disadvantages
Evaluate — state positive and negative views and make a judgment
Explain — show cause and effect and give reasons
Illustrate — provide examples
Interpret — explain your own understanding of a topic which includes your opinions
Justify — give proof or reasons to support an opinion
List — record a series of numbered items
Outline — sketch out the main points with their significant supporting details
Prove — use facts as evidence in support of an opinion
Relate — connect items and show how one influences another
Review — give an overview with a summary
Summarize — retell the main points
Trace — move sequentially from one event to another

The Splashdown Method

If you get tense while taking a test, much of the material you have learned gets "jammed up" in your mind. It doesn't get where it needs to be – on your test paper.

One good way to prevent an "information jam" is to keep the information flowing. In order to maintain this flow, you must get the information you have learned onto the test paper as quickly as possible. This is accomplished by using the Splashdown Method. This method gets information out of your head and onto the paper where you can use it.

The Splashdown Method begins with the moment the instructor hands you a test, that moment when the tension really starts to build.

1. Under no circumstances are you to look at the test paper. Do not even glance at it when the instructor hands it to you. Immediately turn the test face down on your desk or table.

2. On the back of the test paper, "splash down." Splashing down simply means writing as fast and as furiously as you can all of the terms, phrases, abbreviations, and little memory hooks you can think of. If you are about to take a math test, jot down a few formulas, or work a quick problem. 

This splashdown should take no more than one or two minutes. When you have completed it, you should have a great deal of information on the back of your test, information that you can use when it's needed.

3. Turn the test over, read the instructions carefully, then write your name on the paper.

4. Read each question and answer it to the best of your knowledge. Use the splashdown information to help you recall material.

The Splashdown Method serves two very useful purposes for you as a test taker.

1. It gives you a ready source of information you can use for reference during a test.

2. It is an excellent way to relieve tension.



Managing Stress

Do you ever feel as though you just can’t handle everything: your class work, your part-time job, the demands of family and friends? If so, you are probably feeling pressured or are under stress.

Common Symptoms of Stress

being short-tempered
listlessness
feeling rushed 
headaches
having difficulty concentrating
queasiness, indigestion
losing weight
worn-out feeling, fatigue

How to Reduce Stress

1. Manage your time effectively to help reduce stress by allowing you to feel in control. 

2. Eliminate stressors. Once you have identified a source of stress, eliminate it if possible. If, for example, a part-time job is stressful, find another that is less stressful. 

3. Review your accomplishments to give you confidence that you can handle the work ahead. 

4. Avoid simultaneous life changes. College is a major change in lifestyle and is stressful in itself. Therefore, try to avoid additional major changes such as starting a new job. 

5. Establish a daily routine to eliminate the need to make numerous daily small decisions. 

6. Seek knowledgeable advice if stress becomes an insurmountable problem. 

7. Get physical exercise because exercise often releases tension, promotes a general feeling of wellness, and improves self-concept. 

8. Eat nutritious meals. During rushed, stressful times such as exam days, nutritious food can help you keep calm and think more clearly. In general, try to eat fruits, vegetables, and protein; avoid refined sugar, large amounts of caffeine, and high-calorie, lownutrient snacks. 

9. Get adequate amounts of sleep because sleep allows the body time to replenish energy and to recover from the daily demands placed upon it. 



Study Habit Tips

The Principle of Distributed Practice

(several short study periods rather than one long study period)

Is distributed practice more effective than massed practice? In distributed practice the student uses relatively short study periods broken up by rest intervals. In massed practice the student studies continually until the task is complete. The answer: Many experiments show that, in general, there is an advantage to distributed practice.. The length of the study period, of course, varies with different individuals, as well as with the nature of the material being studied.

Why it works.

There are three apparent reasons why distributed practice is more efficient than massed practice:

1. Both physical and emotional fatigue are prevented. 

2. Motivation is higher when working within short blocks of time. 

3. The neural processes of learning, once energized, seems to continue working during the test period. 

Immediate and long-term gains. Bertram Epstein experimented to find out whether or not distributed practice had an effect on retention. He tested his groups immediately after learning, then retested them at two weeks and at ten weeks after the original practice. He found distributed practice to be superior to massed practice for both immediate and long-term retentions.

Use of massed practice. In some cases, massed practice is superior to distributed practice. In work such as the writing of a paper, massed practice is often essential.

For example, the exact locations of the little stacks of notes spread over the desk are held in mind with precision; the discrete bits of information are precariously suspended in mind to be fitted in like a jigsaw puzzle piece at the appropriate time; and the organizational pattern, though dimly perceived, is beginning to take shape. To stop at this point would be disastrous. The entire effort would collapse. So, in creative work, or work which needs to be overviewed at one sitting, it is far more efficient to over-extend yourself and to compete that stage of the process, than to take a break or other wise apply the principle of distributed practice.



Flashcards As An Aid To Memory

Much of studying involves the remembering of different kinds of information. In courses where there are larger amounts of FACTUAL kinds of information, the use of flashcards may be helpful. Kinds of material that might be considered appropriate for flashcards are vocabulary words, formulas, equations, definitions, dates, names, etc.

The primary advantage of flashcards over other review techniques is that, since the cards are more conveniently carried, they probably will be reviewed more often than material in a notebook or a textbook. FREQUENT REVIEW of cards is what makes them effective. Short reviews FREQUENTLY REPEATED will generally be more effective than long sessions of cramming.

Objections about flashcards usually state that "they take too long to make." One should keep in mind, however, that prepared blank cards can be inexpensively purchased and the WRITING DOWN of material on the cards is an aid to memory itself. One learns while preparing the cards.

Suggestions for Flash Card Use

1. Review cards OFTEN. Carrying them with you will facilitate frequent review. 

2. Prepare the cards WELL IN ADVANCE of the date the material is due to be tested or learned. 

3. Study most the cards you don't know or are not sure of. Reviewing cards you know well is a temptation but an inefficient use of time. 

4. When learning cards for the first time, BREAK THEM UP INTO SMALL GROUPS. Learn one group of cards, then move to another group reviewing all the cards from time to time. 

5. Shuffle the cards frequently and flip through them rapidly. This avoids learning the cards in a certain order. Remember it is NOT the cards that improve memory; it is rather HOW OFTEN THEY ARE REVIEWED! 

Study Distractions Analysis

Concentration is the number one problem for many students. Frequently, the problem is one of finding a place to study where there are no external distractions. External distractions are those that originate outside the body such as telephone calls, visitors, and noises. Concentration may be difficult when there are too many such distractions present. This checklist will help you analyze distractions in the places you study.

List the three places where you usually study in the order you use them most.

A.____________________ B.____________________ C.___________________

Now circle the letter that applies to each of these places. T=True and F=False

	
	PLACE A
	PLACE B 
	PLACE C

	1. Other people often interrupt me when I study here.
	T F
	T F
	T F

	2. Much of what I can see here reminds me of things that don’t have anything to do with studying.
	T F
	T F
	T F

	3. I can often hear the phone ringing when I study here. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	4. I can often hear the radio or TV when I study here. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	5. I think I take too many breaks when I study here. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	6. I seem to be especially bothered by distractions when I study here.
	T F
	T F
	T F

	7. I usually don’t study here at a regular time each week. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	8. My breaks tend to be too long when I study here. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	9. I tend to start conversations with people when I study here.
	T F
	T F
	T F

	10. I spend time on the phone here that I should be using for study. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	11. Temperature conditions here are not very good. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	12. Chair, table, and lighting arrangements here are not very helpful for studying.
	T F
	T F
	T F

	13. When I study here, I often am distracted by certain individuals. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	14. I don’t enjoy studying here. 
	T F
	T F
	T F

	Now total the checks in each column.
	__ __
	__ __
	__ __


The column which has the most "FALSE" checks may be the least distracting place to study. Try to plan your day so that you do much of your work there.

Time Management

Practice Exercise: Study Time without Distractions

1. After identifying your distractions, 

2. develop and write down your plans for studying with fewer distractions 

3. and for sending signals to distracters that you are not to be disturbed. 

AT SCHOOL

Potential distracters (human and physical):

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

Actions against physical distractions:

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

Signals to human distracters:

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

AT HOME

Potential distracters (human and physical):

________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________

Signals to human distracters:

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

Actions against physical distractions:

_________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________



