Exam Techniques – some hints and tips

When I was asked to write some hints and tips on exam technique for this newsletter I knew it wouldn’t be easy. Everyone has their own technique and approach to revision and even as a prize-winner I know that mine isn’t necessarily the best. There are however some standard tips that I’ve picked up over the last few years of studying CIPFA, and the rest is simply what worked for me.
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1.   Start early – it can be hard to motivate yourself to pick up the OLM 
and start reading when the exams are still months away, however in my
experience the course texts generally take longer to work through than 
you expect and a careful reading of them from start to finish is essential 
in order to avoid missing out important bits of information. Attempting to 
do this a few weeks before the exams is a mistake, so tackling one study 
session at a time over a longer period is far easier.
2.   Make clear and concise notes – when going through the OLM chapter by chapter, it is important to read absolutely everything and make sure you understand it. However this alone won’t help when you come to revise as there is far too much to remember in one go. The trick is to condense the text as you’re going along into your own set of revision notes by picking out the most important or most difficult to remember standards, definitions, concepts, theories etc. These can always be added to or clarified later with the help of your college notes and should be more detailed than the OLM passcards which may be helpful but are not enough on their own in my experience. 
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3. Practice – this may seem obvious enough but for numerical 
subjects in particular the more practice questions you do the better. Even if you have an amazing memory for facts and figures the exams are all about technique, speed and accuracy. It’s no good knowing everything but not being able to apply it or only having time to 
complete half of the paper.  For non-numerical modules deciding how much time to devote to writing full-length answers to practice questions is more a matter of personal preference, but at the very least you should read through the questions and answers in the OLM as sometimes the actual exam questions are remarkably similar! 
4.   Time management – this is perhaps the biggest cliché of them all but still the most important. Whether planning your revision or in the exam itself it is vital to devote the appropriate amount of time to each subject/question. I found on several occasions that by focusing too much of my revision time on a weaker subject I ended up with a lower mark in the subjects I was confident in. In the exam itself it’s easy to get hung up on a particular question or waffle on for too long on something you know lots about, but you’ve got to keep moving on and picking up as many easy marks as possible. You can always go back and fill in the gaps if you have a few minutes at the end. 
5.   Case study – the case study is unlike any other CIPFA exam so here are a few specific words of advice:
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Pre-seen material – make sure you know this back to front before 
entering the exam so you don’t waste vital time having to re-read it. Try
to identify any possible clues to techniques that you may need to brush
up on, but don’t be too surprised if they don’t come up in the exam after
all.

Catalogue the information - something I picked up from a lecturer at CETC is to start with a single piece of paper divided into sections, one for each question, including a space for info seemingly unrelated to any other question (this will come in handy for the unseen question 1). 
Read the question pages first and make a very brief note of the page number and the requirements on your sheet of paper (e.g. “Q2 - p.20 prepare 07/08 budget, appraise options” etc)  
[image: image4.jpg]



Then go through the rest of the materials from the beginning using some sort of colour coding system to identify which question each piece of info relates to. Note that there may be data for more than one question on a given page. 
As you do this make a brief note of page numbers and a quick description of 
the information on your sheet of paper, e.g. “p.5 inflation 3%, p.14 staff costs, 
p.23 premises costs” etc. This will ensure not only that you know where to find things when you need them but will also act as a checklist so that you won’t forget to include something in your answer. 
This entire process used to take me between 40-60 mins which seems like too long but is 
absolutely integral to the rest of the exam.

Answer ALL requirements – once you have your catalogue of information choose a question and start answering. Make sure you answer every single part of the requirements page – seemingly small and insignificant requirements can sometimes be worth more marks than you think or may be necessary in order to answer the next part. Having said this, as with other exams, don’t let yourself get carried away with one question and not have enough time for the others.

[image: image5.wmf]Presentation – good, clear presentation not only earns you extra marks
but also makes life far easier for you and the examiner. Leave plenty of 
space on the page (just this once don’t worry about the rainforest!) and
for large numerical calculations I always found it useful to use A3 
analysis paper rather than cram things onto an A4 sheet. This way if you
do need to cross things out or add anything you’ve got room to 
manoeuvre. 

These hints and tips are not exhaustive and college tutors are the best people to provide more detailed advice. However I hope that some of this may be useful, particularly if it helps you to work out your own system which works for you. I never found the CIPFA exams easy, but success is always attainable if you stick at it. Good luck! 

Jillian Howard

Received the Ian Wood prize for the Best Case Study 2005
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