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Exam Skills

Studying involves using many sub skills.  
Examinations are no different.  
In addition to the subject being examined 
exams test:

•Reading skills
•Thinking skills
•Time management skills
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Reading skills

Reading in exams involves close reading
skills.  We don’t get much practise at 
this. Close reading is very different to 
reading for pleasure.  It involves 
absolute accuracy.

Reading for pleasure does not need to be so 
accurate. We get lots of practise at this. 
When reading for pleasure we can skip words 
we cannot read, or paragraphs that do not 
interest us and get the ‘general gist’.  With 
close reading we must read every word
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Close Reading
For close reading students need taught to

• SLOW their reading down
• Read EVERYTHNG in the questions. (students 
tend to skip information on the axis of 
graphs, any examples given to aid their 
understanding, and the rubrics-the exam 
instructions.) 

• HIGHLIGHT the nouns and verbs within the 
questions so that they know the ‘do what-to 
what’ of the question.
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Why close reading is important

What’s the difference?

Give a reason for your answer

Give reasons for your answer
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Give a reason for your answer

Give reasons for your answer

The first sentence expects ONE reason discussed. The second 
sentence requires several reasons discussed.  Yet the only 
difference in the two questions is a/the and reason/reasons.   

Students who are not traditionally strong readers often develop 
these inaccurate reading habits of misplacing ‘a’ and ‘the’ and 
adding or taking off the ‘s’ from words.  Misreading the 
questions above would lead either to wasting valuable time, by 
giving more than one reason when only one was required, or 
losing marks because only one reason is given when more than 
one is required.
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So what can you do to help?

BEFORE exams-always insist that students read aloud to you 
questions.  

Make sure they develop the habit of HIGHLIGHTING key words.

When they receive mid term test papers back, review their marks 
in two ways.

a) Which marks did they lose due to lack of knowledge and skills 
in the subject area.

b) Which marks did they lose due to exam technique. 

Don’t forget to do this in the context of the ‘feedback sandwich’.
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The Feedback Sandwich

When a student has worked very hard on a piece of work it is really 
difficult for them to accept some constructive comments that would 
improve it.  In addition when you have seen how hard they have worked 
it is difficult to offer this support.  But instant verbal feedback is 
really useful for students.  You need to talk to them about their work 
carefully. Self-esteem is easily damaged and the wrong comment at the 
wrong time can be de motivating.  

The feedback sandwich allows you to offer useful instant oral support.  

The constructive criticism, which will move the student on, is sandwiched
between two positive comments and praise for the work. 

This means that the first and last thing that the student hears you talk 
about in relation to their work is positive. This keeps self-esteem in 
place and they are more likely to accept and act on the suggestions you 
offer in the middle of the sandwich to improve it.
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Close reading of exam questions 
needs three reading skills

1. Highlighting the instructional terms

2. Highlighting the key terms

3. Working out the main issue
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Highlighting the Instructional Terms

In the next few slides you will have the 
opportunity to trial a quiz on exam 
terminology, focussing on key instructional 
terms.   

Trial it yourself.
Work out the key instructional terms, and say 
what you think the word wants you to do.

These are essential key words to have a clear in 
mind when preparing for exams. 
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x p e a l i n

1

What is this instructional term?

Work out the key instructional terms and say what you think 

the word wants you to do!
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s d e e r c i b

2

Now try this one!
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a c r o p e m

3

And this!
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s s d c i u s

4

Number 4, 5 more to go!
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a v e a l u e t

5
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t n c o s t a r

6
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t f i s y j u

7



Jane Dupree - November 2009 www.brainwaveseducation.com
18

u s i m a s e m r

8
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n f t i e y d i

9
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How do you think you did? 
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Highlighting the Key Terms 

• To find the key terms you need to look for the topic 
area within the subject they want.  This is really 
important in subjects like maths and science where 
the questions ‘jump about’. ( e.g. algebra, then 
trigonometry the  shape and space etc) Without this 
the students cannot link to the relevant revision and 
topic knowledge. 

• What is/are  the key terms in the exam question on 
the following slide? 

• What is the main topic issue?  Is it within biology, 
physics or chemistry?

• What ‘exam’ terminology is used?
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Highlighting the Key Terms
Notice in this question that there is a lot of information here to support the 

student and place the question in context before they have to answer the 
question. They need to study the diagram, including the words and arrow on 
it.  They need to ‘interpret’ that the arrow shows the direction of flow in the 
river , and they need to read the definition of pesticides.  

Why does the farmer 
spray his crops?  

Pesticides are chemicals that are often sprayed on 
crops.  The diagram shows a farmer spraying his 
crops in a field near the sea?
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Working out the Main Issue

- Some of the pesticide sprayed by the farmer can be found in the sea, even 
though the pilot is very careful not to spray the sea directly. 

Explain how the pesticides enter the sea. 
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Exams also test your time 
management skills
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Students require practise at dividing up their 
time well in exams.  Many students fail to 
realise that within any exam there has been 
time set aside for:

• Reading

• Thinking

• Planning in exams requiring extended answers

• Writing 
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Additional information for 
students who have special 
examination arrangements
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Special Examination Arrangements
For a student who, due to a learning difficulty, has been granted additional time during examinations it is 

important to remember the following

• Students in this position need practise at using extra time, throughout their course. It is no good just 
offering it at the final exam and then being surprised if they do not use it. You may need to ‘fight’ for the 
right of students in this position to have this time during the normal school timetable. But it is essential.  
Special exam arrangements should be ‘part of  a student’s normal working arrangements’ and you may need 
to remind some staff of this.   

Practise includes

1. Reading exam paper content twice-once for decoding and once for comprehension.

2. Using the techniques discussed in this P Point, such as highlighting.

3. Reading through their own answers. 

• Students who are given extra time may become very tired during extended exam periods, particularly at 
GSCE when there are very full exam timetable days.   Students who tire easily may be better off with the 
rest period between exams than using the extra time. 

• Students do not require blanket extra time.  Staff should be selective as to which subject areas the 
student may require extra time. For example in exams where extended reading or writing is required.  This 
will reduce fatigue.  ( There have been instances when students who have had extra time have panicked, and 
crossed out an excellent answer and re written a poor answer!) 

• Respect a student’s choice. If they do not wish to use it, do not force them.
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If you have found this PowerPoint 
useful and would like to find out 

more about 

Brainwaves Education Ltd 

and educational Support Services we 
can offer visit our website at

www.brainwaveseducation.com


