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	Tips on Taking Exams

Compliments of NAWMBA @ Darden



· Most exams are five hours long, but some are shorter.  Make sure you know in advance exactly what the time limit is, and what time the exam is due.

· You must start timing yourself as soon you start reading the exam questions or case.  If you choose to take a break during the exam, it will count as part of your time limit.

· Exams are graded blindly.  The exam cover sheet will typically instruct you not to include your name on the exam itself, but put your student ID# (usually the last six digits of your social security number) on each page of the exam, and your name and signature on the official cover sheet only.

· Find out before the exam whether or not using electronic template files you have created is permitted for use during the exam.  Not all courses allow them.

· Under the University of Virginia Honor Code, you are allowed to take the exam anywhere. Exams are open book, open notes.  It is essential, however, that you work alone, and that you adhere to the time limit.  Be sure you have access to your email, as professors occasionally send out clarifications and corrections during the exam.

Insights

· Exams are a way to demonstrate what you learned.  As you go through each case, think about the few most important “Ah-Has” you learned in your case preparation and class discussion.

· Think of the exam as a time management challenge.  Not only do you have to be able to analyze the material, but you have to do this within a prescribed time frame.  You should be able to cover the most important issues on the exam within that time, as well as take necessary breaks (Be sure to eat!). 
· Read the exam as you would any other case, using a highlighter, writing margin notes, or whatever works for you to keep track of important case facts and observations.

· Don’t stay up late the night before the exam trying to review every last note or case.  You will be better served by beginning the exam relaxed and well rested.

Preparation

· Read examples of “A” exams from last year on reserve in the library, if the professor makes them available.  These are very helpful to prepare you for what to expect and how to approach the exam.

· If you are allowed to use a template, invest the time to create one in preparing for the exam.  Make sure it is general enough that it can be used for any type of case or problem.

· Although it’s not feasible to replicate the entire five-hour exam period, try working through one of your last cases of the quarter as though it were an exam.  After reading the case, think about what your analysis would be if you had to write an exam, and jot down some notes about how you could frame your thoughts.

· Organize your notes so that you can find information on a particular topic quickly.  Post-it notes or post-it tape work well.

· As part of your preparation, make an outline of the takeaways from each case or class module.  Keep this outline handy so that you can work these points into your analysis.

· Don’t waste time studying old case facts – the point is to understand the big concepts.
· Make sure you have good files for each of your cases, especially those that involved spreadsheet analysis.  You may want to refer to them during the exam, and want to prevent using an incorrect formula.

· Don’t overload on reviews and review materials.  Attending too many review sessions or working through several study guides may cause you to lose sight of the big picture.

· Decide how you will structure your thoughts before you begin the exam.  Use only frameworks you understand or find helpful.  You do not want to waste test-taking time trying to figure out how to organize your analysis.

· Read the appropriate chapter in The Ten-Day MBA for a great general overview.

Analysis

· Make sure you answer the questions the exam is asking, not the questions you want to answer.  It is surprisingly easy to lose sight of this as you delve into your analysis.

· In your analysis, look for trends.  What are the numbers telling you about the case as a whole?  Make a list, which you can add to the exam as an appendix.

· Outline your argument or your answer before you begin to write.

· Leave plenty of time for the written part of the exam.  Building strong arguments in exams is just as important as the quantitative analysis.

· Weave your analysis into a story about the case to help build and support your conclusions.

· Be as specific with details of the analysis as possible.  For example, if you describe your target market as “quality customers”, explain exactly what a quality customer is.

· If you do not have enough information or enough time, make a reasonable assumption and move on.  Indicate your assumption, for example, write “for purposes of this case, I am assuming that sales growth will be 2%”.  You don’t have time to debate with yourself about the best assumption!

· Make sure you check your email several times during the exam, especially if you have questions about a particular problem in the event a clarification has been provided via email.  

· Be consistent about your assumptions, analysis, and the story you are building about the case.

Process

· It is natural to pass through highs and lows during the exam.  You may feel alternately elated with your superb analysis, and suddenly panicked that you will not be able to pull out a B.  Take a deep breath, and stay calm.

· Reading the case may take up as much as an hour of your exam time – don’t be surprised by how quickly this time goes by.  Plan to use the last hour of the exam to check your analysis for consistency, proof for errors, and fill in whatever details you are able to add for extra points.

· The order of the problems/questions on an exam does not necessarily translate to the order of difficulty.  If the problems that are easier for you are at the end, do them first!

· Set a plan to budget your time, allocated according to how many points each question is worth, and an alarm to notify you when your exam time is up.

· Regardless of the subject, if you feel confident about your abilities and about what you know about the subject (even if it isn’t everything!), you will turn in a stronger exam.

Final Notes

· Save your work often!  You are using your computer “at your own risk.”

· Leave yourself enough time to print your exam (and for transportation back to the library to turn in the exam if you are taking it away from school).  While printing and transporting can be done outside the time limit, you still need to comply with the deadline for turning in the exam as noted on the official cover sheet (usually 3:00 pm).

· There really are very few surprises on exams – they are cases, just like the 80 or so others you have completed so far.

· Remember your professor reads at least 65 exams.  Be creative and make reading your exam worthwhile!

We hope these tips are useful to you.  You will gain confidence as you take more exams and ironically you may find exam week more relaxing than the prior seven weeks of cases and class.  The challenge of remaining sharp and coherent after 4 or 5 hours will be the common factor to almost every exam.

Good Luck!







