STUDY SKILLS

Reminders
Make a list to do.

Check Your Work 
Before turning in a test, review each item and make corrections.

Correcting Your Work
After completing homework, walk away for a few minutes (you may need to set a timer). Then come back and review for mistakes.

Time Management
Timing Homework

· Pick one assignment. Guess how long it will take you to complete it.

· Write down the time you begin the homework. 

· Time how long it takes.

· How close was your guess?

Planning Projects

Reports, Reading Assignment, Study for a test, etc.

· Make a schedule

· For each day, write down what you will do.

· Break tasks into smaller steps.
Study Suggestions

1. Acronyms (a word comprised of letters representing the first letters of words or phrases in a series you are attempting to remember), rhymes, stories, and pictures relating items and or concepts. When creating mnemonic devices, remember that the greater the relevancy to you, the more easily it will be remembered. You will remember mnemonic devices you construct better than standard ones.

2. Construct tables, diagrams, flow charts, drawings. Put a very large (approximately 4 x 5 foot) white board on the wall in your study area. The size of the board must be large enough so you can leave areas undisturbed while still having room to display new material.

Get various dry erase markers in different colors, so that you can use color as visual clues to identity. Whenever you draw or write on the board, consider saying aloud the information so as to code it more fully.
Draw anything for which a visual aid is informative. Construct table of information that will associate the disparate pieces. Flow charts are invaluable memory aids. You can construct them as a “test question” to yourself regarding processes.
3. Explicitly explain and negotiate your study needs to your roommate, friends, and family. If you do not make this clear, your time will be nickeled and dimed by those wanting a piece of you (Remember, they will believe that dental school is similar to whatever their last educational experience was like, mere a bit more time-consuming).

You may have to revisit your needs occasionally. Please do not waiver on this. If you are by nature passive, become assertive for this issue. I give this advice knowing that being assertive is very difficult for some students, while other students will perceive this advice as permission to be aggressive (and it is not).
4. Break large study areas into smaller ones. This will give you the sense that you are reaching some goals.

5. Study difficult subject first. You will be less likely to build resistant to studying them later.

6. Reward yourself with both short-term and long-terms goals. For example, watch the fourth quarter of the game after three quarters of studying, play racquetball following a five-hour study session. Buy yourself a pair of shoes at the end of the week. Go out to dinner with friends in the middle of a week. Plan a party following a test.
7. Take a minute to physically relax and center yourself before you begin to study, and become physically active following a study session. You can do some deep diaphragmatic breathing while focusing on something pleasant and calming. Then begin to study. This will train you to associate study with relaxation and may aid you in focusing. Following study time, be active to burn up the frustration or boredom of studying. The studying could be anything, formal or informal. A walk, run, pushups, tennis, yelling and screaming.

8. Established how long you can focus well, and study no longer that. Then take five minutes off, doing something physical and distracting. Come back o studying but relax yourself with diaphragmatic breathing of a whole body stretch before you begin. I recommend that students use a timer to establish their routines. Set it for high-focus study interval, and then break what it goes off again, and so forth.  Set it for a break period and then come back to study when it goes off again, and so forth. This procedure allows for the serial position effect to assist you (the first and last minutes of a study session are better remembered).

9. Be aware of signs you are beginning to wander and become unfocused. Do not push through this, as study quality is diminished during this period. Instead, acknowledge your lack of focus and stretch your body, walk around for a bit, then come back. Make true, positive statements to yourself. “I can focus on this material, “or “I will reward myself following this study session.” Or I can relax and be focused for the next fifteen minutes” are a few examples. It works! 

You may become aware of your lack of focus whenever you can’t remember a thing you just have read, are beginning to doddle, beginning to worry about school or your personal life, or beginning to fantasize. 

10. Cramming usually doesn’t work. Many students go through their entire undergraduate education by cramming. This may not work in dental school. Perseverance and endurance do work. This transition is for some the hardest of all.

11. Study for synthesis, problem solving, and application as opposed to just fact. This will make associations in your memory that will be quietly helpful. You will not be able to study all material in this way, but strive to do so.

12. Consider tape recording high-yields items. You can easily record useful tapes by saying aloud into a tape recorder any items which you know will require additional memorization. The taping can be done while you are studying. Listening of tapes is of course particularly useful for those students who learn well y hearing information. Use the tapes in your car.
Stress Management During Exam
“Sometimes in the middle of an exam, I just want to get up and leave.”

During exams, stress is higher and can become problematic.  Here are few things to keep in mind, and to do, about your anxiety:
1. A bit of anxiety is actually good. This is eustress, or motivating stress, as opposed to performance-degrading stress, which is distress.

2. Don’t let temporary memory lapses get you down – they’re normal.

3. If your minds begin to race, you become confused, or you begin to feel “tight” or dizzy, take two slow, diaphragmatic breaths and then stretch your body out.
4. Any time you hit a question, you can’t answer, take a deep breath or stretch out after putting your pencil down. Close your eyes while you do this.

5. If anxiety is very high, or concentration is terribly poor, go to the bathroom so that you can walk around for a minute. Consider screaming or cursing a few times. You think I’m kidding?

6. If you are prone to feeling anxiety before exams, don’t come early to the room. Don’t hand out with highly anxious students. Do relaxing things beforehand. 

7. Always continue your daily routines before and during test weeks. Memory and learning are state-dependent. For example, if you were getting seven hours of sleep per night prior to test time, get seven during test time.
Protocol for Taking Multiple Choice Exams
The following protocol relies upon some fundamental assumption and ideas:


1. Multiple-choice exams do not require that you know the information fully - they only require you to accurately identify the most correct option.
2. There is absolutely no substitute for an adequate knowledge base.
3. You would benefit from a structure and methodology for approaching exams.
4. The exam you are taking may contain flawed question.
5. One of your goals is to minimize anxiety and careless errors.

Protocol

Immediately prior to an exam, avoid hanging around with other students, unless they're particularly relaxed. Also, avoid last minute cramming, as this can also lead to increased anxiety. Do something calming and state true, positive things to yourself. Anxiety may not be apparent until it is severe.

1. Scan the test. Look for groups of questions which concern material you know well.  Start with these. If the exam is randomly assembled, start with the first question.
2. Before reading the first question, cover the options with your hand or the answer sheet.
3. Read the question stem slowly and deliberately. Take questions at face value. Never read more into questions than exists. In a clinical vignette question, consider reading the last sentence of the case first.
4. Mark the subject verb object.

5. Vividly mark any key words such as “except,” “usually”, etc. You are noting any word which changes the direction of the question stem. If you come back to the question later these words will not be missed.
6. If the question is one for which you can generate a response before looking at the options, generate your answer.  If you do not know enough about the question to produce an answer, ask yourself, “What do I know about this subject?” If nothing comes up, ask yourself “Where was I when I studied this?” or “Where in the text or no group is this material?” or, “With what is this material associated?” Visualize as much as you can.
Some questions are structured such that generating an answer before looking at the options is not possible. For these, ask, “What do I know about the subject?”The idea is to back up to level at which you know something about the question, no matter how gentle your knowledge, and proceed downward again towards specificity.

7. Uncovered the options. If the answer you generated is among the options, mark the answer and move on. There is usually no game in eliminating the other options in this case many (90 to 95 percent of the time to answer is correct), and time is spared. Remember that whenever any part of an option in a single part is incorrect, the entire option is incorrect. 

8. Do not change answers if you become concerned about your first response. The only circumstances under which you might change an answers are:
a. you initially misread the question.

b. you miscalculated arithmetically.

c. you physically marked  the wrong answer on the answer sheet.

d. you are absolutely certain you have answered incorrectly based upon
    remembering facts. 

9. If your answer is not one of the options, begin the process of elimination.  Obviously, you can either choose the correct option outright or know that all but one of the options is incorrect. In most questions, one option is considerably more incorrect than any of the others. In a five-option set you immediate odds are 1 in 5. Eliminate one option, and your odds become 1 in 4, and so on. Each elimination dramatically increases your odds. Duh.

10. Note the kind of discrimination being asked for in the stem. For example, is it asking for the next portion of the process, a particular level of intensity, a next most logical step, a calculation, a function, a clinical application?
11. Try each option is either true or false. This is particularly useful when a question is posed as: “all but which of the following”, or “all are true except which of the following.” Put T or F next to each option as you go. Never eliminate an option unless you can define all terms used in the option understand its meaning.
12. Check the correctness of fit between the options and the type of discrimination required in the stem. Substitute each remaining option into the stem to see if it is consistent, to see it if it makes sense. Occasionally, options do not cleanly fit the kind of discrimination being asked.

13. If you're unable to find what you believe to be the correct answer, and are therefore left with two, three, four or five options, market question in the margin. Then put your pencil down, close your eyes, and take a deep breath or stretch your whole body. Clear your mind. Move to the next question. Never agonize over a difficult question. The idea is to answer all the questions you are certain of first.

Come back to the question either when you possess newly remembered information sparked by later question is at the end of the test. Used the same procedure then making your second attempt. On the second try, reverse order in which you consider each option (so look at E first, the D, and so on). when attempting the question the second time, you may be responded to make a guess.
14. Be certain your answer she is marked correctly, corresponding to your mark test accurately, as you proceed. Be especially careful when you did not begin with the first test question.

Some students gain from doing a “batch marking” wherein the transfer page and answer at the time. This can save time.

Test-Taking Strategies for Multiple-Choice Exams
“I’ve always done well on multiple-choice exams.” (an MS-I prior to  his first exam in medical school).


The following is a list of some of the more common errors made and problems experienced by students taking multiple-choice exams.
I. Misreading Questions
A.  missing important words in stem

B.  reading questions to quickly
C.  reading “too much into” the question
D.  jumping from the stem of the options prematurely
II. Option elimination

A.  talking oneself  out of a correct answer
B.  eliminating options despite knowing the answer
C.  disregarding or relying on upon hunches
D.  changing answers
E.  choosing the first option which sounds correct
III. Memory and Anxiety
A.  having difficult recalling details
B.  losing concentration
C.  allowing difficult questions to engage anxiety
D.  saying negative things to oneself
E.  not reducing anxiety during exam
F.  ruminating about questions already answered
G.  agonizing over/spending too much time on questions
IV. Lifestyle issues
A.  eating poorly near exam time
B.  staying up all night prior to exam
C.  stopping exercise
D.  changing eating patterns/foods at around exam time
E.  making important personal decisions around exam time
F.  inadequately negotiating needs with friends/family
V. Miscellaneous
A.  ruminating about exams already completed
B.  “cramming the day (s) prior to exam
C.  associating with highly anxious students
D.  having a strategy for approaching exams
E.  insufficient preparation
Guessing strategies
Guessing is risky, and now guessing strategy is as productive as understanding the material. However, if the question contains flaws in its construction, guessing strategies may be quite useful. Several questions in a one hundred question classroom exam are typically flawed. Some exams may have as many as half the questions containing these discernable fabrics in the options. Standardized exams have a few flawed questions.

Ever heard of someone who can take the exam without knowing the material very well, and yet score reasonably well? This may occur when the individual is an excellent test-taker, meaning that he knows how to decipher flaws and patterns in the exam. Strangely, having superior knowledge, while desirable, can render the option fabric less visible to the test-taker.

Our general strategy is to first cover the question stem and examines the option structure (s), then look for any of the following conditions. Sometimes it is possible to quickly see that clue exist which may narrow your choices. The following are arrange roughly in decreasing order or really reliability:

1. Never dismiss a hunch, which is often based on the cautious recognition. A strong hunch should override any of the following strategies. A superior knowledge based guide preconscious hunches.

2. Check to see if two options are in opposition. The chances are higher that one of these is correct. Plug each into the stem by making a declarative statement asserting that the option is the correct one, and see how it sounds. Go with any hunch you have.

3. Check to see if two options are very similar. The chances are moderately higher that the correct answer is one of these. Again, as in the above, plug each into the question stem.

4. Check to see if absolutes such as “always” or never are present in the option. The chances are somewhat higher are incorrect.

5. Substantially longer options may be correct when they are in the B,C,D, or E positions. A substantially  longer option, one  that is at least four words  longer than that other options, is somewhat more likely to be if it is in the A position than in the other option positions.

6. The most carefully qualify auction has a somewhat greater chance of being correct. Carefully qualified means containing shaping adjectives and/or conditional to a greater degree than in the other option positions.

For guessing strategies 7 through 10, remember that these are far less reliable than strategies 1 through 6. You may find that more than one characteristic for guessing fits a single option, or that more than one option contains clues.  Remember to utilize higher-rank strategies ahead of lower ones:

7. An option which appears quite different from the other options has a slightly greater chance of being correct. This condition assumes that you have already illuminated at least one obviously option.

8. The first and last options are somewhat more likely to be incorrect.

9. In a collection of numerical options, the middle numbers have a somewhat greater chance of being correct.

10. Options posed as “all of the above” or “none of the above” is somewhat less likely to be correct if the exam has few questions containing these options.  Certain courses may be more likely to have exams which questions containing these as correct responses than courses. 

Remember that for an “all of the above” response to be correct, you may need only find two options are correct, but for a “none of the above” option to be correct, you need to find that all the options are incorrect.

11. B and C options may have a somewhat greater chance of being correct. This strategy is only marginally useful and should be used when all else fails.

12. Never leave a question bank. Make certain that your test answer she is correctly marked before handing it in. You wouldn't believe how often this is a problem!
13. Following an exam, avoid negative self-talk.  This leads to an erosion of self-confidence and make hair test-taking with permission.  Relax physically and emotionally, even if this is only possible for short while. Avoid discussing the exam with other students. Avoid bragging, too, as this makes one looks foolish.

Mastering the test taking and guessing protocols

It generally requires two weeks of daily practice taking ten to twenty questions per session, to master this protocol. The most common item forgotten or skipped is the physical relaxation following a question you cannot answer. Anxiety building from not knowing a question is insidious, largely unconscious, and can quickly interrupt recall.


You may at first believe this protocol is costing you time.  But once you have mastered it, this protocol actually saves you considerably time. The biggest time savers are 1. not continuing to eliminate options once you have some certainty of the correct option, 2. not ruminating over tough questions or question already answered, 3. batch marking your answer sheet, and 4. having a system.


Take practice exams on computer and on paper during the semester. This will keep you juice for multiple-choice test and for the computer formant of the USMLE STEP 1 exam at the end of your second year. Computer-generated questions can be found on the Internet at the Hippocrates website. You will need a password to enter.


Get comfortable with seeing flaws and questions. Look at sample questions from several subjects, and cover the question stems so that you never see them. Then try to decipher the pattern in the responses by looking at the options alone. You may be surprised in doing this exercise!


When taking sample questions, look in hindsight at questions you got wrong. Can you examine the correct answer and see why it is factually correct? Can you observe the incorrect option to see how options fabric might play a role in selection?
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