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FROM THE DESK OF THE HEADFROM THE DESK OF THE HEADFROM THE DESK OF THE HEAD   
This column may seem like it is more for students than parents, and in many ways it is, but it is intended to help 
everyone when the conversation regarding the writing of exams comes up.  Like any other academic skill, writing exams 
well has steps of learning that develop some expertise in the process.  It is not a one-off thing that simply ends a 
semester.  Students going on to any post-secondary education or training will likely face testing of one type or another 
and understanding how to perform better may make the difference in opportunities determined by such testing. 
 
There are two parts to writing a good exam, the preparation ahead of time and the actual process of taking the exam.  In 
the November 23 edition of The Beacon, I went into some detail of the elements of preparing for an exam so this time I 
am going to focus on the process of writing an exam and assume that adequate preparation has taken place.   
 
Humans are chemically programmed to respond to threats and lets face it, an exam is a threat.  Thus, it is not unusual 
for any of us to get nervous prior to a test.  For some, the chemical impetus of the ñfight or flightò response creates a 
focus that is not normally there.  Indeed, some individuals are true performers on tests.  The adrenaline rush brings out 
the best in them and they have complete clarity of thought.  While confidence based on prior preparation may be a 
factor, it is also endemic to some personalities to perform better under pressure. 
 
The response to nervous tension for each individual sits along a scale, of course.  While some perform well under such 
pressure, others wilt, too anxious to gather their thoughts or retrieve information that has been stored.  For them, 
adrenaline is tantamount to turning up the heat in a popcorn machine; information fires all over the place but doesnôt 
necessarily come together to make sense.  So while the test performer gets right down to work, the test anxious student 
often freezes in confusion, using up valuable time and consequently getting more stressed as the exam proceeds. 
 
We have long exam periods for high school students (3 hours) which allows for considerable time to do the mental 
preparation necessary the writing process.  I suggest students start with a few deep breaths as the exam is being 
passed out.  This increases oxygen to the brain while relaxing some of the nervous tension.  Once an exam is turned 
over, a student should read it through completely before writing.  By so doing, it helps to fire up various memories as 
questions are reviewed and allows some time to pass before the process of writing begins.  As well, if something is 
misunderstood or if a typo is detected, it is the best time to ask the teacher for clarification. 
 
I then recommend students begin the exam by answering questions they feel confident about.  By successfully attacking 
such questions, the internal chemistry calms down and the information begins to flow more freely.  Once the first few 
questions are done, some attention to the time remaining and the point values of questions remaining gives a student a 
sense of time management to make it successfully to the end.  A little planning time for longer questions should also be 
a factor.  If time becomes critical, shift to answer the higher value questions firstðget what you can, and then ñguessò at 
any remaining uncertainties near the end.  If finished early, review, revise and ensure legibility!  


