
Volume 14   Nov. 23, 2009 

Rosseau Lake College ð 1967 Bright Street, Rosseau, Ontario, P0C 1J0  T: 1.800.265.0569  F: 705.732.6319   

FROM THE DESK OF THE HEADFROM THE DESK OF THE HEADFROM THE DESK OF THE HEAD   
As we are now three weeks away from Christmas examinations, I thought it a good time to talk a little about preparation 
for exams.  It is a bit of a pet peeve of mine, having graduated from high school relatively easily with no personal study 
habits and no instruction in preparing for exams, only to find that at university I was up against a significant challenge 
because no one taught you there, how to prepare for exams either but exams could be a significant portion of your 
grades.  I confess to scrambling a lot in that first year to find my ñlearning styleò when it came to exam preparation! 
 
With the exception of a few individuals who have dramatic deficiencies in cognitive abilities, we can all learn.  In fact, I 
contend that we can all learn a lot better and a lot more than we actually do but that is a discussion for another time.  If 
we accept that we can all learn, then the issue we have to address is how do we learn most effectively and/or efficiently.  
It is here that we divide into camps.  Some people have photographic memories; they read something and itôs there to 
access.  Some have auditory memories; they hear something and itôs there to access.  Some visualize information in 
stories and pictures; they relate information to some graphic representation and when they close their eyes and see the 
graphic, the information is there to access.  Still others learn from doing; any task that they complete with their hands/
body they remember.  (Remember, once you learn to ride a bike you never forget!) 
 
There are various subcategories of learning that have been developed by assorted psychologists but the bottom line is 
that we receive the vast majority of our information through words, pictures, sounds or physical experiences.  And each 
of us has a differing capacity to process information in each of those areas.  That is why most lessons in school include 
written notes, spoken words, access to graphics and photos, and where possible, hands-on experiences. 
 
While an exam is generally a written test, (although it can occasionally be oral or involve some kind of demonstration of a 
skill), the processing of information so that it can be accessed when needed can be done in many ways.  Some students 
read their notes (visual/language based); some record their notes and listen to them (auditory/language based); some 
draw diagrams to link information together in some visual context (graphic/picture-based); and some do physical 
activities (including writing), which equates an action with a concept (kinesthetic based). 
 
How information is best retained may vary for every individual but what does NOT vary is that retaining information, by 
any technique, requires repetition and time.  With the exception of the truly photographic memory, most of us have to 
see, hear, picture or do something several times before it moves from the surface of our short-term memory to the 
recesses of our long-term memory. 
 
My advice to students is always the same when it comes to exam preparation.  Determine how BEST you learn, then get 
at it, well ahead of time, to store information for future use.  Once stored, practice getting it from your head to the paper 
because, while there are many ways to store information, exams generally ask you to demonstrate that knowledge by 
writing what you know. In the week before an exam, put down the title of each note and write everything you know! 


