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How Should I Study for the Exam?
WheN AN exAM approaches, virtually 
all students agree they need to study and 
most will, albeit with varying intensity. 
Most will study the same way they always 
have—using the strategies they think work. 
The question students won’t ask is: how 
should I study for this exam? They don’t 
recognize that what they need to learn can 
and should be studied in different ways.

When they get a good grade on an exam, 
students regularly attribute the success to 
luck. how likely are they to tell each other 
they studied hard and then share the specific 
strategies that resulted in a high mark? 
And if the grade isn’t that good? You’ll 
hear excuses more often than personal 
accountability. “The questions were tricky.” 
“The stuff I studied wasn’t on the exam.” “I 
had three other tests this week.” “I never do 
well on essay exams.”

Students’ success as learners would 
advance if they had a larger repertoire of 
study strategies, if they could match study 
strategies with learning tasks, and if they 
constructively confronted how they studied 
with how they performed. Students need 
help on all three fronts, but courses are 
already packed with content. Most teachers 
have time to do little more than admonish 
students to study hard, avoid cramming and 
memorizing minutia, and abstain from any 
sort of cheating.

here’s another option—a survey instrument 
with 19 questions developed by researchers 
Amanda Sebesta and elena Bray Speth 
at Saint Louis University. The two were 
interested in what self-regulated learning 
strategies students used most when 
studying for exams in a large introductory 
biology course, which of those strategies 
were associated with higher exam grades, 
and what strategies students proposed using 
to prepare for the next exam. highlights 
of what they found appear in the October 
issue of The Teaching Professor. You can 
find their survey questions in the document 
at the end of this article.

This set of questions grew out of the 

seminal work on self-regulated learning 
(SRL) by Zimmerman and Martinez-
Pons, who define SRL as the “response to 
metacognitive awareness of a gap between 
performance and goals (…). Driven by self-
efficacy and the will to improve, the learner 
implements intentional changes in learning 
strategies.” The questions ask students about 
their use of evidence-based study strategies 
like goal setting and planning, seeking 
information, keeping records (taking notes, 
environmental structuring (finding a quiet 
place to study) and the consequences of their 
study decisions, among others.

The best time to use questions like these is 
when the exam is returned. Will students 
seriously consider and respond to the 
questions? Some will, and perhaps more 
will take it seriously if they must submit 
their answers before their exam grade is 
recorded. More important than their written 
responses is the effectiveness of questions 
like these to motivate the use of more 
and better study strategies. That might be 
enhanced by tallying the study strategies 
used by high-scoring students and sharing 
them with students. Findings from the study 
might be persuasive as well. For example, 
Sebesta and Bray Speth found that the two 
strategies their students reported using least 
often were seeking instructor assistance and 
seeking assistance from other sources (TAs, 
tutors, etc) and yet both of those strategies 
were among the six that had a significant 
association with exam scores. “how to study 
for this exam” could be the subject of a short 
discussion during an exam review session or 
a topic for online discussion.

There is much we can learn from student 
responses to a question set like this. What 
strategies do your students report using? 
Are those the ones that work well given 
the course content and learning objectives? 
Could you demonstrate the value of specific 
strategies by using them in class? Say, asking 
a question about previously covered material 
and challenging students to find the answer 
in their notes. Or asking students to read 
something they’ve written in their notes and 
then explain what they’ve written.

Our thanks to Amanda Sebesta and elena 
Bray Speth for letting us share this excellent 
question set with you. Individual faculty who 
wish to use the questions in their courses 
may use them as they are, or adapt them to 
the specific context of their own courses. 
To learn more about how the survey was 
developed, used and what analysis of student 
responses revealed, click here to consult their 
article, which is well-written, accessible, and 
contains lots of related references. Sebesta, 
A. J. and Bray Speth, e. (2017). how should 
I study for the exam? Self-regulated learning 
strategies and achievement in introductory 
biology. Cell Biology Education—Life 
Sciences Education, 16 (Summer), 12 pages. 
[This is an open-access journal.]

Readers with questions about the instrument 
may contact elena Bray Speth at elena.
brayspeth@slu.edu.

Maryellen Weimer, PhD; How Should I Study for the 
Exam?; Faculty Focus; September 20, 2017 [https://

www.facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-professor-
blog/how-should-i-study-for-the-exam/ ] September 

27, 2017.

Next Page: “How Should I Study” Survey.
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Survey Item
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1.  I evaluate the quality or progress of my work. For example, I check over my 
assigned work to make sure I did it right; when I get an answer wrong, I try to 
understand why the correct answer is right.

1 2 3 4 5

2.  When I study, I rearrange and organize the information to improve my learning 
(by making outlines, diagrams, summaries, etc.). 1 2 3 4 5

3.  I set goals and a timeline for studying the material and I plan how to meet 
those goals on time (e.g., plan to review a chapter a day in the week before a test). 1 2 3 4 5

4.  When I’m uncertain about the answer to an assignment question, I look up the 
information I need to answer the question. 1 2 3 4 5

5.  I take notes in class or when I study, and I mark what I don’t understand. 1 2 3 4 5
6.  I arrange my studying environment so I can learn more effectively (for 
example, I move to a quiet place or have background noise). 1 2 3 4 5

7.  I reward myself when I reach a learning goal (for example, I go out after doing 
well on a test). 1 2 3 4 5

8.  When I study, I practice or rehearse important facts in order to memorize them 
(for example, using flashcards). 1 2 3 4 5

9.  If I don’t understand something, I ask a friend or classmate for help. 1 2 3 4 5
10. If I don’t understand something, I ask the instructor for help or clarification. 1 2 3 4 5
11. If I don’t understand something, I ask a TA, SI leader, tutor, or another 
knowledgeable person for help. 1 2 3 4 5

12. I reread my notes. 1 2 3 4 5
13. I practice answering previous years’ exams 1 2 3 4 5
14. I review the textbook readings and/or Tegrity screencasts 1 2 3 4 5
15. I review my previous assignments (homework, clicker questions, class 
worksheets) critically (meaning, in an effort to understand the correct answer and/
or explanation).

1 2 3 4 5

16. Briefly explain any other strategies (in addition to those listed above) you used 
when studying biology. 1 2 3 4 5

17. What was your grade on [course name] exam 1? (drop-down menu to choose 
letter grade: A B C D F) 1 2 3 4 5

18. How satisfied are you with your exam grade?                                      
1 = strongly dissatisfied  2 = dissatisfied  3 = neither satisfied or dissatisfied  4 = 
satisfied  5 = very satisfied

1 2 3 4 5

19. Think about your study strategies, and whether you think they have worked 
well for you. Perhaps, you may want to consider trying some different approaches 
if you wish to improve your outcome. If you are happy with your performance, it 
may help to think about what approach(es) has (have) been most effective for you, 
and continuing with them. either way, it is important to have a plan. What will 
you do to prepare for the next exam?

Reference: Sebesta, A. J. and Bray Speth, e. (2017). how should I study for the exam? Self-regulated learning strategies and achievement in intro-
ductory biology. Cell Biology Education—Life Sciences Education, 16 (Summer)

TABLE 1. Survey 1 (administer after exam 1)
For each of the following learning strategies, please mark how frequently you used them in preparing for exam 1.


