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In order to effectively approach a test, you need to have a game plan. 

When quarterbacks step onto the football field they have a full set of plays they 

can run and skills they can rely on. You, as a test taker, will learn to develop your 

own bag of tricks — and you will approach test taking like a pro.

PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT
Professional athletes have games, and they have practices — just like you, as a student, have tests and study sessions.

Both are incredibly important — you need to have the skills and tactics to execute on your big test day, but, like most

athletes will tell you, those skills are earned through hard practice. For you, this will be studying. Let’s talk about

practice first — your study sessions.

CREATING A TESTING PLAN

STEP 1: TEST DATES

You should begin your studying with a plan — start by taking down all the information about your upcoming tests. Find the test 

dates, and find what materials they cover — your professors might tell you what units or topics they cover, they might give you book 

chapters, or the test might be ‘cumulative’ and cover everything that’s been discussed in class. 

Put the test dates in your calendar, and work backwards, breaking it up into units or sections. Give yourself dates between now 

and the test to focus on individual sections. If you know the test is in three weeks, and the test is on three chapters or units, plan 

several study sessions each week and work on mastering one section each week. As you approach the test, use some of your study 

sessions to test all the material and bring it together. You will find that if you start early and break it up into individual pieces, you can 

keep from being overwhelmed, and instead absorb much more of the information. If you go into studying without a plan, or if you 

leave studying to the last minute, it is hard to make sure you cover all of the topics you need to properly, and it is even harder to stay 

focused without becoming panicked or overwhelmed. When you have a plan, you can measure your progress, stay focused, and also 

know what resources you will need.



STEP 2: STRATEGIES FOR STUDYING
Now that you have planned your study sessions on your calendar, you need to know what strategies to use during your study 

sessions. In other words, the athletes have shown up to practice — what do they do now? Just like coaches can guide athletes on how 

to work their muscles, psychologists and teachers have given us a good idea on how to work out our brains during study sessions.

Benjamin Franklin once said five minutes of planning 
is worth fifteen minutes of work — take the time to 
plan your study sessions ahead.

FLASHCARDS
One tactic for your study sessions which many students swear by, and psychologists and teachers all strongly 

support — flashcards. Just reading the material in the book does not help you retain it as much as if you have had 

practice remembering and testing the information. If you practice trying to remember information during the study 

sessions, it’s much easier to do that on the test.  This is called “practiced retrieval,” and is one important study strategy.

Flashcards are an excellent way to test your ability to remember. You don’t have to make them complex, and if you have 

never used them before starting simple is a good idea. Put key terms, words, ideas, dates, people, etc on one side of the 

card, and an explanation of what it is and why it is important on the other. In a US history class, for example, if we were 

making flashcards for historical figures, one for Benjamin Franklin would have his name on one side, and on the other 

might read “Lived 1706–1790, B. Franklin was a founding father and guiding statesman for the US. He served as the 

first ambassador to France, researched the physics of electricity, and founded the University of Pennsylvania”.

WRITE DOWN EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW
Before you even test yourself on flashcards, the process of writing down everything you need to know can help you 

learn the information more strongly. Once you have some flashcards made — test yourself on them. Try remembering 

the information by reading the name side, as well as the name by reading the information side. Don’t worry if it is 

difficult at first — it may take many sessions to learn them all, but that is why it is a good idea to start early. If you get 

frustrated, move on to a new topic, or take a break. Practiced retrieval works best when you are relaxed and open, 

so don’t be afraid to step away when you need to. You can also practice retrieval by taking mock quizzes or tests, 

but these are best when you are further along in your studying.

ORGANIZING INTO RELATED GROUPS
When making flashcards, it is a good idea to arrange them in related groups. For a history class, it would be a good 

idea to make them in batches that are close in date (from the year 1800–1830 for example), or in a chemistry class 

you might organize your flashcards by the periodic table or by the units from your textbook.

CHUNKING
By organizing them into related groups, this uses our second tactic called “chunking”. It is really hard to remember 100 

things, but it’s easy to remember 10 — this is fairly obvious. However, if we organize the 100 things into 10 groups of 

related items, we can almost ‘trick’ our brain into thinking it is only 10 things it has to remember instead of the full 100. 

It collapses related items in the same category into shared memories or “chunks.” The science behind it is more complex 

than that, but chunking means organizing facts, information or flashcards into related groups to make it easier for you 

to remember them together — and studies have shown it is super effective. When you study for tests, try to arrange 

related information into chunks and study it together.



STEP 3: IMPROVING YOUR REMEMBERING SKILLS
Our next tactics for study sessions are ‘spaced retrieval’ and ‘interleaved retrieval.’ 

These sound complicated, but they are actually super simple.

SPACED RETRIEVAL  
Spaced retrieval means you should practice trying to remember information after longer and longer delays, and 

interleaved retrieval means from time to time you need to switch up what category you are studying during your 

study sessions. Spaced retrieval goes something like this — the first time you test yourself using your notes or 

flashcards, you should test yourself really soon after reading or reviewing the material. Then, gradually, you should 

practice remembering it five minutes after you read the material, and then 10 or 15 minutes.

If you do this, you can keep increasing the time between reading the material and trying to test yourself on it, and the 

longer you can ‘space’ between reviewing the material and testing yourself on it, the stronger those memories get 

in your brain. If you get really good at remembering the information after super long spaces, it will be really easy to 

remember that information on tests.

INTERLEAVED RETRIEVAL  
Interleaved retrieval means that while you can study for the same test for a long time, it is a good idea to switch up 

which section you are studying every half hour or hour. For example you can use your chunks — if you have been 

studying and testing the same chunk for 45 minutes, it may be time to switch to another chunk and come back later. 

You shouldn’t go switching all the time or it will get confusing to follow — but every half hour to hour you should 

check and see if there is another chunk you could study and test for a while instead. This will improve your ability to 

recall the information in different orders — since you don’t know exactly what the order on the test will be — and it 

will also help you to ‘integrate’ the information across chunks. 

Think of spaced retrieval as slowly increasing your weight during training like on a bench press — it slowly increases 

your brute mental strength for the material. Interleaved retrieval is like mental crossfit, it keeps you moving and 

changing and mentally flexible. Combining these two strategies can make your study sessions super effective.



TEST DAY STRATEGIES

Now that we’ve talked about planning study sessions and what tactics to use for them, and assessed the efficacy of these strategies, 

it is time to talk about strategies for the actual test day. In other words, you have practiced really hard for weeks, and now you are 

prepared for the big game.

By paying careful attention to the time and your pace, by reading problems carefully, by prioritizing problems you know first and 

more difficult ones second, and by double checking your work with extra time, you can be sure to make the most of your tests!

TIME MANAGEMENT 
Just like during study sessions, it is important to plan your time effectively. Most tests, just like most sports games, 

have a time limit — and you need to do your best to finish on time. Try to get a sense of how many problems you have 

to complete, and make a mental note of where the halfway point is. Don’t stress about time, but try to complete half 

the problems in about half the allowed test time. 

REACHING THE HALFWAY POINT 
If you reach halfway through the time and you’re not halfway through the problems yet, that’s okay, just know that 

you may want to move a little faster. Don’t worry, because you can do it, just pick up the pace a little. If you have 

more than half the time left for the second half of the test, and if you feel like you’re rushing, slow down just a little 

and make sure you’re working carefully.

READ THE WHOLE PROBLEM 
Make sure to read the whole problem carefully before answering. If you reach a problem that you feel you can’t 

solve, and it has you stumped, that’s okay! Sometimes you will have a hard problem that you don’t know how to solve. 

A good idea is to keep going onto other problems, and come back to it at the end once you’ve answered the ones you 

know how to do more easily. This way you can be sure you answered all the questions you did know how to do.

REVIEW YOUR ANSWERS 
If you get to the end with extra time, go back over your problems — if there were any you weren’t able to answer, 

work on them some more. Even if you answered everything in time, go back and check your work. Did you forget 

to carry a one to the tens place? Did you miss a “not” in any of the questions? Now is not the time to second-guess 

yourself, it’s to check for obvious mistakes you missed the first time.



GET STARTED AT STRAIGHTERLINE TODAY

If you’re interested in conveniently taking classes online, consider talking with a StraighterLine Enrollment Counselor by calling 

(877) 787-8375. A counselor can help you identify an appropriate school or program within the StraighterLine network, walk 

you through credit transfer to schools outside our network, and can register you for low-cost, fully online classes. Unlike most 

institutions, you don’t need to wait for a specific date in order to start — you can register and begin your classes the same day.

To speak with an Enrollment Counselor, Call 877.787.8375 or Chat at straighterline.com

WHICH STRATEGY IS RIGHT FOR YOU?

It is a good idea to make sure you are evaluating how helpful these study tips are for you. Everyone is different, so not all of these 

will be best for you. Keep track of how often you use each of these tips during study sessions or during tests — for example, track 

how many times you study by using flashcards. Compare this with your level of performance — certain tips may help you do better 

on your assignments, while others may be more difficult and feel like they aren’t doing anything for you.


