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"I think, therefore I am" (Descartes) 

For the great invention called public examination, we have the 
ancient Chinese to thank or to blame, depending on how you see 
i t. The system of examination as a selection mechanism was 
started 2154 years ago in China during the Han Dynasty to 
i dentify Learned scholars who helped to run the country. This was 
the practfce until 1905 year in the Ching Dynasty. . However, 
examination took a different form and was adopted by the Western 
countries. 

This great invention was introduced into Portugal in 1569, to 
France in the 18th century, into america in 1883, and into 

. England in 1855. Between the 300 years from ~570 to 1870, no less 
than 70 books in the English language dealt with this much 
discussed institution. The impact of this can be seen in the 
setting up of the public service system in such nations. 

Notwithstanding the criticism directed at it, 
conducted all over the world and is in fact 
business in the United State and has become 
politic. 

examination is 
a multi-million 

as political as 

The word examination, in Chinese, means •to knock' and by 
inference •to check'. This might have got its meaning from the 
practice of knocking a wine barrel to see how much wine is there. 
(And, when the doctor taps you chest and back, he has a similar 
purpose in mind, and henc~ . he examines you.) Analogously, when 
you take an examination, you are trying to show the examiner what 
you have in you and that you are not an empty vessel. 

In spite of the fact ·that you are very experienced in taking 
examinations, having taken somewhere between 120 and 200 of them 
over the past ten to twelve years, the next examination may still 
worry you. So, here I am, talking to you about what to watch out 
for when taking an examination. 

What · I am going to share with you today are some ideas I gathered 
from a .group of some twenty very experienced teachers who have 
made marking examination papers very much part of their life. I 
also read on your behalf a few books dealing with this sometimes 
overpowering topic. I would like to first talk about emotional 
pitfalls as these may create mental blocks detrimental to 



effective exam-taking behaviour. Then, we shall look at some 
cognitive pitfalls that you can try to avoid. But, before we 
begin, I just like to remind you of a well-know quotation of the 
famous Swedish philosopher and mathematician Rene Descartes. I 
have in mind, of course: 

I think, therefore I am. 

Yes, we are not only what we eat. More importantly, we are what 
we think. Our thoughts have the magic power of influencing our 
feelings which in turn decide what goes into and coming out of 
our minds. You will agree with me that when taking examination, a 
clear thinking is the utmost decisive factor of success. This 
reminds me of a saying 

Half our mistakes in life arise from 
feeling where we ought to think, 

and thinking where we ought to feel. 

- John Churton Collins 

Perhaps, where examination is concerned, it is not so much a 
question of where but how we ought to feel and think. 

EMOTIONAL PITFALLS 

Pitfall 1: Condemning examination 

At the national level, when faced with the task of identifying 
suitable people with the required knowledge and skills either for 
employment or further education and training, those who are 
responsible need an objective, impartial, and systematic 
mechanism. For them, justice has to be seen as having been done 
and public examination is an answer to this need. 

At the national level, again, the nation has expended so much of 
human, physical and financial resources in education. The system 
is held accountable to produce evidence showing that all these 
have not be a waste. What better evidence is there than 
examination results? Here, public examination is again a readily 
available answer to the need. Thus, the investment is justified. 

At the personal level, in retrospective, public examination give 
the individual students an opportunity to sum up what they have 
learned up to the time of examination and a chance to display 
their intellectual power and wealth. Moreover, examination 
provides individual students with the necessary information for 
making important decision with regard to educational and career 
choices. It also provides a fair way of ranking or grouping of 
prospective employees and students. With this, the individual 
students are given just treatment. 



Examination as is practised today is a rational though imperfect 
method of assessment. It is rational in that personal preferences 
are minimized and marks and grades are awarded without the 
examiners knowing whose papers they are assessing. It is 
imperfect in that any examination paper can only sample what the 
students have learned over a long period of time. And, with all 
sampling procedures, error or fluctuation is involved and can be 
attributed to chance factor. ' 

Thus, it is obvious that examination is a necessary evil. It 
therefore make examination easier for us to take if we think of 
it more as being necessary than evil. 

Pitfall 2: Blaming examiner 

You may not believe me. Teachers do not like examinations as much 
their stud.ents don't. It is part and parcel of their duty as 
teachers to set and mark examination papers. These tasks always 
require them working over weekends and into the small hours. It 
is obviously not something very pleasant, especially if the 
results are not so rewarding. 

Examiners are basically kind people as teachers should be. They 
try their best at making things smooth .for you by setting 
reasonable questions, printing them clearly with proper formats, 
and giving detailed instructions. During the examination, they 
make sure that the place is quiet enough for you to think; the 
materials you need are available; the light are bright 'enough for 
you to write; etc. , etc. In short, they have your welfare in 
mind. 

When marking papers, they take great care to make sure that 
justice is done. They follow marking schemes as conscientiously 
as they humanly can. When faced with poor answers, they giye you 
the benefit of the doubt by checking and re-checking the answers 
themselves and with others. Moreover, in public examination, 
there are chief markers who are charged with the responsibility 
of ensuring fairness to al.l concerned and to handle unforeseen 
problems with justice. 

Pitfall 3: Comparing with friends 

It is quite natural for you to talk to friends who are taking the 
same examination about your preparation. Comparing with friends 
about what they have and have not learned may be reassuring in 
some cases but can be demoralizing in others. This is because no 
two people prepare for examination in the same way and follow the 
same revision timetable. Moreover, beyond the basic facts 
required, a question can be answered in several ways. 
Thus. comparing with friends may generate unnecessary worry. It 
may inadvertently lead to indulgence in false pessimism and 
imagined exam-phobia. Ironically, such self-pity and self-



deception can be comforting at times, at least temporarily. 

Comparing with friends can be turned into a beneficial encounter 
if it is done as working together with them and not competing 
with them. Friends preparing for the same examination can become 
tutors to each others, by sharing notes, checking the trial 
answers, alerting the key areas, and giving moral support as well 
as going for relaxation activitie~ of common interest. 

COGNITIVE PITFALLS 

Pitfall 4: Overlooking instructions 

The first few minutes of an examination are always tension
laden. This is quite understandable, because you find yourselves 
in an environment very different from the one you are used to 
where you(prepare for the examination. Moreover, you are in the 
midst of a large group of people who are as tense as you are. The 
orderliness and silence expected of you add on to the · tension. 
In such a situation, the least you can do is to tell yourselves 
that you are not alone. This may make you feel more at ease. 

Tension interferes with efficient thinking. When you are tense, 
. your mind does not work at its best. And, a good mind is what you 

need at this moment. So, keep cool, take a few deep breath and 
try to relax. It is good to learn one of the so many schemes of 
relaxation and train yourselves so that you can get into the 
relaxed condition quickly. ' 

Then, read the instructions and highlight the important points 
such as the number of questions to be attempted, whether there 
are compulsory questions, whether 'working' and graphs are 
required, etco 

Read carefully each question and, as you do this, jot down ideas 
that come to your mind. Double tick those questions you are 
comfortable with, single tick those you can manage, etc. By doing 
this, you can have a realistic picture of where you stand and 
thus gain confidence. This also allows you to · work on the 
questions more systematically and thus maximize the marks you are 
going to get, because you will not have to waste time switching 
from question to question. 

Pitfall 5: Being caught unprepared 

This the worst thing that can happen to anyone taking an exam. 
It is unlikely that you have not prepared for the whole paper, 
that i$, if you have been reviewing regularly long before the 
examination. 

Should you run out of questions which you are reasonably sure, 
you still have to make up the required number of questions. You 



have now to make the best out of the 
something for the 1 unprepared 1 questions, 
seem remotely related to the questions. 

situation by writing 
even though they may 

Remember, examiners are kind people who can . be quite generous 
especially when come across poorly answered questions. If you 
leave a question blank, they do not have any justification to 
award any mark. So, give them a chance to give yourselves a 
chance. ' 

Pitfall 6: Spending all the time writing 

How much should I write? This is a question frequently asked. 
Unless the number of words required is stated in the examination 
paper, there . is no one right answer. Perhaps because of this, you 
may tend to over-write rather than under-write. But, examination 
is not an.~ssessment of the number of pages you can write within 
the given time . Simply said, an examination is not a test of 
writing speedo 

Answers to essay-type questions are marked either with the 
analytical method or the impressionistic method. When an examiner 
marks an answer script using the analytical method, he looks for 
relevant points in your answers and check them against the 
marking scheme. Points to be awarded are indicated therein and 
variation among examiners is thus minimized. With the marking 
scheme, an examiner is able to locate the relevant points, even 
if these were not well organiz~d. · 

If he uses impressionistic marking, it is even more important 
that the relevant facts stand out and become visible. This means 
that much of what you write may become redundant in that they do 
not necessarily contribute to higher marks. 

Thus, irrespective of the method of marking, it is important to 
spend time thinking about the answers and organize them in a way 
that ideas flow in a logical manner. This makes reading easy and 
meaningful. For this, use .of headings, subheadings, numbering and 
underlines may be helpful to the examiner and hence to 
yourselves. 

Pitfall 7: Trying to be perfect • 

Whether there is a perfect answer to any question is a topic for 
debate. Perhaps with the exception of some basic questions at a 
lower level (eg. completing a formula, supplying a special term), 
most if not all questions at a higher level ask for the best 
rather the perfect answer. 

The best answer is 
question asks for 
answer may have a 

one which presents the relevant points the 
properly organized. Trying to perfect the 
reassuring effect to you but may not bring 



about more marks. This is especially true for an essay-type 
question, as a perfect answer and therefore · a full mark is as 
rare as a white blackbird. 

Of course, you need to check your spellings and grammar. Although 
examiners may react different to such errors, they can be taken 
as signs of ignorance, carelessness or impertinence. Whichever it 
is, it is to your disadvantage.· 

Pitfall 8: Scribbling 

Good hand-writing may be a dying art, but it is worth cultivating 
especially for taking examination. Although good hand-writing may 
not be specifically awarded with some many marks, it makes 
marking papers a more pleasant task. And, when examiners are 
happy, they tend to be more generous. [They are human beings 
after all-'!] 

( 

You may not have elegant hand-writing, but at least make sure 
the examiner can read what you wrote with reasonable comfort. It 
is not wise straining the examiner's eyes and keeping him 
guessing. 

You are unlikely to scribble on purpose, because you know this is 
to your disadvantage. But examination tension may make you do 
just that. Tension, excitement, and the feeling of running out of 
time make muscle control less effective and induce tremor in the 
hand. The result is illegible writing. · 

Examiners do not expect elegant calligraphy, but they have every 
right to expect neat and readable writing. It will not be fair if 
they have to decipher the 'secret code' given by you. What if 
they decipher wrongly? 

Conclusion 

All of you are very experienced examination-takers. What I have 
mentioned here are some common pitfalls of examinations which you 
are well aware of. Somehow, in the midst of excitement, you might 
unknowingly step into one of them and thus sprain your angle. 
This talk serves just as a reminder. success in examinations is 
what you look for, work for, but cannot dream for. because: 

There are three types of people: 
Those who make things happen, 
Those who watch things happen, and 
Those who ask "What's happened?" 
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