
Get an A on every test 

I originally wrote this article a few years ago. Many students have come and gone 

since then. I thought it was time to resurrect it and make a couple of comments. One 

observation is that students tend to study only as much as they think they need to. 

Few students study with the purpose to fully master the subject. If you just want to 

“study for the test,” you have only aimed for half the target. As we journey through 

this thing called school, we are really training ourselves to be people who like to learn 

stuff. We aren’t just trying to get through a class. Enjoy the article. 

      Many students struggle with tests, and struggle with studying for tests. Have 

you ever wondered how it is that some people study for two hours, you study 

for three and they get a higher score? Ever study for a long time, yet still bomb 

out? Ever go into a test hoping the questions will be easy? 

     How you study is the key to success. There are basically two things you 

want to experience when going into a test. 1) You want to know that you have 

done everything you could have done to prepare and 2) That you have 

prepared correctly. 

     Back when I was in High School, I figured out the following method for 

studying for any type of test. It took me through High School with a 4.0 g.p.a., 

through college without ever failing (or rarely even getting a B) on a test, 

through Police Academy missing only three questions out of over 1600 given 

throughout the program, and through graduate school tests with A’s on every 

exam. 

     Most people cannot think well under stress. You absolutely need to take 

the guesswork out of tests and go into the tests already knowing the questions. 

Everyone knows that if you get a copy of the test from the teacher’s file 

cabinet, you will have a distinct advantage. Yes, there is a way to know the test 

questions without cheating. 

The Method 

1. Take out a blank sheet of paper, or two, or three. Write down absolutely 

every possible question that could be asked. Use your notes. Use the book. 

Ask the teacher. Ask other students. This is the first part of studying, identifying 

what might be asked of you. This part might take you an hour or more. Take 

the time.. Some teachers help you out and give you a study guide or pre-test.  

2. Take out a new pile of paper.  Cover every question except the one you are 

looking at and then go through the questions, writing out the answers to each 

one completely. If you are not sure, then look it up in your notes, get help, or 

whatever you have to do to figure out the answer. 

3. When you have gone completely through your list, throw your answers in 

the trash. Then take out a new clean piece of paper and answer each question 

again, one at a time. Again, if you can’t do it without your notes, look it up, 

make sure you understand it, then go on to the next question. 

4. When you finish with this second time through, again throw away your 

answers. Continue this process until you can go through the entire list you 

created in any order (forward, backward, random) without looking at your 

notes. Make sure that you are actually writing down these answers and not just 

reciting them in your head. Writing them down will lock them into an 

additional part of the brain not affected by just saying them aloud or silently. 

5. Do it at full speed. One of the common problems with test taking is that 

students rarely study at home under the same time pressure. Make sure that 

when you go through questions, put yourself under time constraints. If it is a 
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math test, give yourself one or two minutes maximum per problem… and make sure 

you don’t just go over problems that you’ve already done ten times; make up new 

problems. If it is an essay test, write paragraph answers using full sentences. 

      This method takes commitment and will take time. There is no shortcut. Think 

about how much confidence you will have if you know you have figured out any 

possible question the teacher could ask and absolutely have it nailed. The only failure 

you can have with this method is that you might not guess every single possible 

question or topic. But, those missed ideas will be rare and you can leave the test with 

confidence that you really did do your best. No one is perfect, so if you miss a 

problem or two, or don’t nail an essay, or didn’t study the year Ben Franklin was born, 

you can live with it. 

A note on format:  If the test is given by computer, use a computer to write out your 

questions and answers.  If it is a paper test, use paper for studying.  Anything you can 

do to duplicate the environment of the actual test will reduce your test anxiety.  

Specific Tests 

For Math tests: Write out any problems and make up more that are like them as 

your questions.  Your book and the web are full of sample problems.  

For English tests:  Write out a variety of questions on the stories you’ve read about 

the characters and themes. Try to focus on the types of discussions your teacher leads 

in class. 

For spelling or vocabulary tests: Write out the list of words, their definitions and 

go through them in random order. 

For History tests: Figure out the main themes of the period you are studying and 

write out some short essays that explain the importance of any particular event you 

are studying in relationship to the theme. Memorize important names and dates like 

you would a spelling test. Very few teachers emphasize names and dates, most want to 

see if you understand the significance of events.  

For Science Tests: Study physical science math problems like you would any other 

math test. For life science tests that require you to memorize a lot of things, make 

sure you have a firm grasp on how the different items are related to each other. 

Without seeing the relationships between things, there will be no understanding when 

the teacher asks a question that they didn’t cover exactly in class. 

Science teachers really want to see if you can apply similar thinking to problems and 

situations that you have never seen before (I know, I’m a Science teacher). 

Last, but not least. Studying correctly takes time. Give it time. Don’t think that if you 

studied an hour, you are ready. You are ready when you’ve completed step 5. The 

nice thing about this method though is that you can go at it over  several hours and 

perhaps several days. 

You will see your progress every time you go through your list and that will 

encourage you. 

The worst thing you can do is study at the last minute. In my math class, I expect 

students to study from 3 to 5 hours for each test. This includes understanding the 

material, knowing all the types of questions I might ask, and having enough practice 

that you won’t make simple mistakes with negative signs and fractions. You can’t do 

this if you wait until the day before. At least prepare your test questions in advance. 

The writing down questions part is easy and can be done over several days. 

 

 



Stress and Test Anxiety 

Most people who claim to “freeze up” on tests really just have no confidence; they panic and draw blanks. This is very real. If there is a cure, it is in preparation and keeping 

everything in perspective.  

     I remember one test in college, my first science final exam. I was a Physics Major and was so wound up that I went into the test, read all of the questions and couldn’t 

answer a single one. There were only 8 questions and I had only three hours to answer them or my life was, figuratively, over. 

What do you think I did? I set my alarm watch for 15 minutes, put down my head and took a nap. I knew that I knew the material. I studied well (using the fabulous method I 

have shared with you). I was confident that if I just relaxed, I could do it. I woke up, started the first problem, completed it, and moved on to the next. I ended up with the 

highest score out of 160 Physics freshmen on that final.  Four years later, there were 12 of us who graduated with Physics degrees.  I was not the smartest person in the room, 

or even close to the smartest. I was determined and diligent, and I knew that hard work was more important than talent.  

Practice it like you will use it 

This is a phrase that my martial arts instructor uses.  In a stressful situation, you will only do what you have trained to do. Your higher level thought processes will only work if 

they are trained to work under the influence of stress. This is why, in an academic setting, you have to practice for a test before you take it.  If all you do is sit comfortably on 

your bed and skim through the textbook, you are not preparing your mind to respond appropriately for a test situation.  How many times have you walked out of a test and 

thought “I knew it!!!, but I couldn’t think of it at the time?” 

If you are ever in my class and you bomb a test. Expect me to ask you, “Did you study correctly?” If you can’t say that you put in the time to really know the material, you can 

count on getting a much lower grade than you could have. On the other hand, expect great grades, confidence and a whole lot of learning if you take the time to study well. 

Most importantly, if you learned something, who cares about grades? I don’t. 

Most students have told me that to study for tests like I describe takes too much time. If you can think of an alternative, let me know. Learning can be fun, rewarding, 

enjoyable, or even painful, but won’t happen at all if you don’t put in the time and effort. 

A final note: 

A few students told me that they did study several hours, used my method, thought they had the material wired, but ended up getting C’s or B’s on the test. This was a good 

start. These students put in the effort and I am proud of them as should be their parents. However, they missed one important point. They left things off of their lists, so did 

not study all of the right content. 

I recently was talking to such a student and encouraged him that each test is an opportunity to learn. Did the teacher emphasize vocabulary and you didn’t study vocabulary? 

Did you forget to study problems that were in the book, on homework, but were not really talked about in class? Every teacher has their own way of testing and emphasizes 

different things. Use your mistakes as learning tools and don’t make the same mistake next time. 

Here are two hints: 

1. Make your list of things to study and share it with the teacher asking him/her if there is anything not on the list that you should be studying. (Teachers love it when you 

show initiative) 

2. Share your list with other students and compare them. Perhaps someone else thought of something that you forgot about. 

.  


