HOW TO CRAM- A short guide
By Curtis Schulz, M. Ed

Technovate Scholastic

Okay, let’s assume you’re in a tight spot, and you’ve got a limited amount of time to assimilate and process a great deal of information before you’re expected to display mastery of the material. Everybody has to do this sooner or later, and as with everything, there’s a right way and a wrong way to cram.
The Wrong Way. 
 Stay up all night in a noisy space with loads of distractions, drink two pots of coffee until you can’t see straight, stare at the same two pages, fall asleep face down into a book, wake up half an hour before the exam, panic in the exam room, freak out and fail miserably.

The Right Way. 
Respect your physical/mental limitations, analyze the demands of both the material and the testing format, make a plan, break the material down into manageable parts, and prepare for the exam itself.

Here’s how to cram the right way, step-by-step….

Physical/mental setting. 
Your body and brain are the tools you’ll be using to cram, so treat them right. Find a quiet, low-distraction environment to study in. This could be a coffee shop, your dorm/bedroom, the library (many college campuses have 24-hour access to libraries), or wherever you like, as long as it’s a place you won’t be disturbed for the amount of time you’ve set aside for cramming. Turn your cell-phone/PDA to “vibrate” (this is no time to take calls), and do your best to tune out the world. Limit your intake of coffee and “energy” drinks, as the mild stimulation can quickly turn into a jittery mood that’s not conducive to cramming. 
If you’re pulling a late-night cramming session, set aside a few hours for sleep before the exam, as you’re better off with some semblance of rest than studying right up until the very last minute. If you have classmates who’ll be taking this test as well, group study sessions can be useful, but take care that the group study doesn’t degenerate into goofing off or a mass whining session- these can be fun, but they won’t help you with the test! If at any point you feel like your quiet study space has been compromised, move until you’ve found a place where you can work. 
Analyze the demands of the material and the test. 
Hopefully, you’ll have some idea of what kind of test you’ll be facing. Go ahead and ask the instructor beforehand, as most teachers don’t mind sharing this information (most teachers want you to succeed), or if you don’t feel comfortable asking the instructor, ask a classmate who’s had this instructor in the past. Many teachers repeat exams year after year, and even if the actual test changes, frequently the format of the test (regardless if it’s short answer, multiple choice, oral examination, essay answer) will remain the same.
Most short-form answer tests (multiple choice, short-answer) ask you to recall small bits of factual information. Review your material for key concepts (many textbooks have a review section at the end of every chapter for just this purpose) and quiz yourself until you’ve got the material down cold. Make flashcards if needed. If you own your textbook, use a highlighter pen to emphasis the most important facts you’ll be expected to know (not recommended for high school students!). 
Mnemonic (memory) devices can be useful for organizing information. These devices can be in the form of a simple rhyme, like: “in 1492 Columbus sailed the ocean blue” or in an acronym. The acronym H.O.M.E.S is an easy way to remember the Great Lakes water system: Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Eerie, Superior. Oral exams or long answer essay questions demand a focus not on facts (although you’ll need facts to back up your arguments) but on larger concepts surrounding your material. If your subject is early 20th Century American History, and your instructor has spent a significant amount of time going over WWI, you’ll want to be able to come up with a number of “Big Ideas” surrounding this major conflict, including three main cause for the war, the outcome of three major battles and the three most important after-effects of the war. Once you’ve got the “Big Picture” outlined in your head, memorize a couple of small details for each aspect of the idea. 
TIP: There’s usually never a single correct answer for an essay question, so try to present a couple of different (preferably opposing) theories for each Big Idea, and present them like this: “While some scholars point at XX as the cause of the war, most indicate that  YY contributed much more to the conflict.” This shows that you’ve got a well-rounded base of understanding of the material and you aren’t relying on a single source of information for your answer.

Make a plan/Break the material down.
 Look at what you need to know and the resources available to master the material (texts, time, notes) and budget your studying efforts accordingly. You can’t learn everything about American History overnight, so decide what’s aspects are most important (typically, these will be the things the instructor emphasized during the class) and focus on these parts of the larger whole. Breaking big things down into smaller pieces can help a great deal. Instead of thinking about how you can’t deal with 100 years at once, learn one (very important) thing about each decade- memorize this idea, and go back to the start and do it again. Now you know 20 things about the American 20th Century! 
Your cramming plan also takes into account how long you’ve got until the test, how well (or poorly) you’ve done on similar tests (or in the class in general) and how well you perform on tests in general. If you’re comfortable in your writing on Big Ideas, focus on smaller detail facts, and if you already know the details, use your time to stitch the details into Big Ideas. 

Prepare for the exam. 
No matter how much studying you have to do, you can’t test well on no sleep. Set aside a minimum of three hours before the test to do a quick nap, which should refresh you enough to handle the stress of taking the exam. However, DO NOT sleep right up until test time! 
Give your brain a chance to review and benefit from all the hard work you’ve done, and this usually means being awake at least 1-2 hours before the test. Now’s the time for that last cup of coffee before the exam but don’t overdo it: many instructors won’t let you leave in the middle of a test for a bathroom break. Also- prepare for what you’ll need to have ready for the test- set aside your clothes for the day, have pens, pencils and paper ready and give yourself a quick review before you leave your house. In the exam room, try to keep as calm as possible- no matter how well (or poorly) you do, the knowledge that you put the effort into cramming should help reassure you during this stressful time.
Last of All…. 
Good Luck! Remember: you know much more than you don’t know, the instructor wants you to succeed (a lot of F’s in a class often means that the teaching was as unsuccessful as the learning) and if it comes to the worst, makeup exams might be an option.
