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Toughest Exam Question: What Is the Best Way to
Study?

By SUC SHCLLCMBARGLTR

Here's a pop quiz: What foods are best to eat before a high-stakes test? When is the best time to review the
tonghest material? A growing body of research on the best study technigoes offers zome answears,

Chiefly, testing vourself repeatedly before an exam teachss the
brain to retrieve and apply knowledge from memeory. The
method is more effective than re-reading a textbook, says
Jeffrey Karpicke, an assistant profeszor of psychological
sciences at Purdue University, If you are facing a test on the
digestive system, he says, practice explaining how it works from
start to finish, rather than studying a list of its parts,
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Vifh test-taking 523500 Upan LE, Sue Shallenbarger on In his junior year of high school in Cary, N.C., Eeenan Harrall
Lunch Braak lookE 31 e 3%2E findngs from tha bought test-prep books and subjected himself to a "relentless

sdlence of sludying. For sludents raachin T i i
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wiork best and does cramming help? exams. "I just took it over and over again, until it became almost
aggravating,” he says.

Practice paid off. Mr. Harrell, now 19, was accepted at Univerzity of North Carclina-Chapel Hill, a college he's
dreamed of attending since the third grade. He scored 18o0 (out of 2400) on the SAT, up 50% from 1200 on the
PSAT, a preliminary test during his sophomore vear.

Taking pretests "felt like hard work.” ¥r. Harrell says, buot seeing steady increasss in his scores boosted his
confidence. Practice tests alzo help with test-taking skills, such as pacing, zays Panl Weeks, vice president of
educational services for the ACT, which creates and administers college-entrance exams,

Sleep also plays a role in test performance, but i two
unexpected ways. Feview the toughest material right before
gning to bed the night before the test, That approach makes it
easier to recall the material later, says Dan Taylor, director of a
cleep-and-health-research lab at the University of North Texas
in Denton. And don't wake up earlier than nsnal to study; this
could interfere with the rapid-eye-movement sleap that aids
memory, he zays.
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A common stody habit—the all-nighter—i= a bad idea. Although
&o% of college stndents stay up all night at =ome point in
=chool, the practice is inked to lower grades, says Pamela
Thacher, an associate profeszor of psychology at St Lawrence
University in Canton, N.Y., based on a 2008 study of 120
students. It also impairs reasoning and memory for as long as
four days.

Everybody knows vou shounld eat breakfast the day of a biz test.
High-carb, high-fiber, slow-digesting foods like catmeal are
Senestad practios tasts help master et fammat ang beast, research shows, Eut what you eat a week in advance
sacing. matters, too, When 16 collere stndents were tested on attention
and thinking spead, then fed a frve-day high-fat, low-carb diet
heavy on meat, eggs, cheess and cream and tested again, their

performance declined. The students who ate a balanced diet
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Safors tha est, envision yourself answering In her research, college students categorized and made

questions calmiy and with confidenca. judgments about pictures of more than 100 ftems, Then, they

were tested on a new mix of pictures and ackad to recall which

Discuss on The Juggle ones they had already =een and how they had categorized them;
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were more likely to remember correctly what they had stodied
without distractions.

"Students do have this belief that they can do it all and they aren't really being distracted” by music or sounds
from a noisy cafe, Dr. Dodukovic says. But while the sounds may "make them feel more relaxed.” she says, they
won 't help them ace the midterm,

Bryan Almanza says he did poorly on the PSAT as a high-school
sophomore becanse he didn't know how to prepare. He got too
Littla sleep the night before and ate only a bowl of cersal for
breakfast. On the test, some hard physics questions made him
nervous and distracted. says Mr. Almanza, 18, a senior at
Campbell High in Sroyrna, Ga. "I'm going to fail " he
remembers thinking at the time. A test-prep program at his
=chool tanght him to get plenty of sleep. eat a good breakfast

and pace hims=elf on the test, By stayving calm, optimistic and
fornsed, he raised his score significantly on the SAT.

Tips on Congquering Test-Day Jitters
Even when students are fully prepared, anxiety can be another
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burden on test day.

An estimated 5% of stodents are so nervous before high-stakes
tests that it impairs their performance, says Richard Driscoll, a
Encxville, Tenn., clinical psychologizt who has researched text

To help ease fears, Julie Hartline, lead counselor at Camphbsll
High School in Smyrna, Ga., helped start a three-week program
last year to teach juniors anxiety-reduction techniques.

Ome calming tactic that ha= been shown to improve scores is to
teach vourself in advance to think differently about the test, Dr.
Drizcoll zay=, Envisicn yourself in a zitnation you find
challenzing and invisorating; a soccer player might imagine
=coring a goal, or a mountain climber might envision hersalf
topping a ridge, be says, Then switch vour mental imags to the
testing room and imagine vourself feeling the same way, With
practice, vou'll be able to summon up more confidence on test
day.

Also. reducing “novelty and stress on the day of the exam” can
prevent choking ander pressare, says Sian Eeilock, a rezsarcher
and author on cognitive performance. If von are taking the
exam in an unfamiliar place, visit the room in advance.

If vou are still feeling anxions, ==t aside 10 minntes beforshand

to write down your worries, says Dr. Beilock, an associate professor of psychology at the University of Chicago.
She and a fellow researcher testad 106 ninth-graders for anciety befors thedr first hish-preszure exam, then
acked half of them to spend 10 minates writing down their thonghts right before the test, The anxions kids who
did the writing exercize performed as well on the test as the student=s who had been calm all along, Eut anxions
stndents who didn't do the writing performed more poorly, Expressing one's worries in writing. Dr. Beilock says,

mnburdens the braim,

—Emaid Sue. Shellenbarger@ws).com
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