Module Five- Test Taking
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What have you heard about tests in nursing school?  

Chances are you have heard that they are very difficult, like no other you’ve ever taken.  There is some accuracy in that statement.  Answering nursing tests can be difficult, but not impossible.  Consider this: in nursing, we care for human beings, human beings are individuals, and no two individuals are exactly alike.  In nursing, you have to take textbook knowledge and apply that knowledge to individuals.  Individuals with the same disease will not look, behave or react to therapies in the same manner.    

Answering nursing test questions will require critical thinking skills.  You may be given a scenario in which information about the patient is given and you will have to decide which information is important and which is not.  The information that you have decided is important will aid you in answering the test question.

What type of test questions can I expect?

Traditionally, nursing tests have consisted primarily of multiple choice questions.  Recently, due to changes in the nursing licensure exam (NCLEX-RN®), many schools have made some minor changes in the test questions format.  In addition to multiple choice questions, you can also expect multiple response, ordering, calculations, fill in the blank and hot spot identification questions.    

Examples of test question types:

Multiple choice: (Knowledge question)
Which of the following is the first step in the nursing process?

A. Assessment

B. Planning

C. Implementation

D. Evaluation

Correct answer:  A

Multiple Response: (Always look for directions; they may change; READ)
Which of the techniques below is used in assessment?

A. Inspection

B. Palpation

C. Diagnosing

D. Planning

Correct answer:  A & B   

Ordering:

Place the steps in the nursing process in the correct order in which they occur:

1. Assessment

2. Planning

3. Implementation

4. Evaluate

Correct answer:  1, 2, 3, 4

Calculations:

Meperidine 75 mg. IM has been ordered by the physician for the patient to receive every 4 hours as needed for pain.  The vial contains 100 mg. per ml.  How many ml. would the nurse give?

Correct answer:  0.75 ml (always label & always follow the math rules you were given for example: SHOW YOUR WORK; CIRCLE YOUR FINAL ANSWER.
Fill in the blank:

Specific actions by the nurse aimed at resolving problems, meeting needs or accomplishing expected outcomes are called _________________________.

Correct answer: nursing interventions

Correct spelling is necessary in many schools to be given credit for the correct answer.

Hot spot:

On the diagram below, draw an X on the site that you would first place the stethoscope on the abdomen when listening to bowel sounds.
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Are there any general test taking tips I should be aware of?

1. Read the instructions carefully and listen to any verbal instructions.

2. Answer the easy questions first.  Skip the ones you’re unsure of to come back to later.  Sometimes a clue in another sentence can trigger your memory.

3. Read the question first, covering up the distracters (possible answers).  Try to answer the question before you read the distracters.
4. As you read the test question, underline key words.

5. Make sure you are answering what the question asks.

6. Read the stem of the question covering up the options (A,B,C,D) and think of what the answer would be--then read the options and discern which is the closest with the answer you had in your head.
7. Unsure of the answer?  Make an educated guess.

8. Should you change your answer?  Do not change an answer unless you are certain that the answer you are changing to is correct.  In most instances, your first guess is correct.

9. Check your answer sheet carefully before you turn it in.  Once you turn it in, you cannot go back and make changes.  

Are some test questions harder than others?

There are generally 4 different levels of test questions.  They are knowledge, comprehension, application and analysis.

Knowledge based test questions ask the question based directly on knowledge.  You will be asked to recall facts from memorization to answer this type of questions.

Example:


The first phase of the nursing process is:

A. Assessment

B. Planning

C. Implementation

D. Evaluation

Answer:  A     Assessment is the first phase of the nursing process.  You would know this through recall of knowledge learned or memorized.

Comprehension based test questions require that you understand the facts or knowledge.  

Example:

The nurse is evaluating the effects of a diuretic.  To accomplish this, the nurse should assess the patient’s: 

A. frequency of bowel movements
B. amount of urinary output
C. temperature
D. range of motion

Answer:  B     To answer this question, you would understand that diuretics cause the body to lose excess fluid by secreting excess fluid though urinary output.  This requires understanding or comprehension.

Application test questions require you to recall information and be able to apply it to a patient situation.  This is a higher level of questioning and is often used in nursing exams, even from the first semester.

Example:

The nurse is administering a stool softener to a patient.  In order to enhance the effectiveness the nurse should:

A. Assess bowel sounds.

B. Assess breath sounds.

C. Administer with food.


D. Administer with fluid.

Answer:  D     In order to answer this question, you would have to have the knowledge that stool softeners work by absorbing water or fluid into stool in the bowel.  In order to have fluid readily available in the bowel for absorption, administering fluid with the stool softener would enhance its effectiveness. 

Analysis is the frequently the highest level of test questioning used in nursing school.  It requires that you analyze the information given in the question, recall knowledge learned and make a decision usually about patient care dependent on that analysis. 


Example:

The nurse is preparing the patient for surgery.  The patient said to the nurse, “I’m not sure I will make it out of surgery.”  The most appropriate response by the nurse which will encourage the patient to reflect is:

A. “Why do you feel that way?”

B. “You feel as though you’re going to die?”

C. “Tell me more about how you are feeling right now.”

D. “I think you will be just fine.  Nothing will happen.”

Answer:  C
To answer this question, you must understand that the patient is expressing a lack of hope, fear or some other emotion in relation to the impending surgery.  To answer this question you will need to understand the communication technique of reflection.  You will need to analyze the patient’s feelings and use communication techniques to gain more information.  B is a communication technique called “expressing implied thoughts & feelings” which is not the most appropriate to use until you have gathered more information through reflection. Watch out for those words – most appropriate – that means that another answer might be very close; think back to examples the instructor gave you.
What are negative test questions?

 Negative test questions are those in which the question is asking for an incorrect statement.  Other courses may ask questions such as:  All of the following are steps in the nursing process except (answer).  In nursing, the format we use to ask such questions may be different.  One type that many nursing programs use is a question that asks which statement requires a need for further understanding or a need for further knowledge.  

Example:

Which of the following statements by the nurse indicates a need for further knowledge?

A. Assessment includes a statement regarding patient response to treatment.

B. Assessment includes inspection, auscultation, palpation and percussion.

C. Planning includes identifying problems and formulating nursing diagnoses.

D. Implementation includes carrying out nursing interventions.

The answer in this question is B.  A, C and D are all accurate or correct statements.  B is an incorrect statement.  Since the question asked which statement by the nurse indicates a need for further knowledge, you will have to select the incorrect statement.

How do I prepare for nursing exams?

STUDY, STUDY, STUDY!  Study until you know the information backwards and forwards.

Be organized!  This includes organization with your notes, your time and your life.  An organized mind is better able to recall information.

Plan your study time.  You may have obligations consisting of family, children, work and other time-consuming obligations.  Mark your study time on the calendar just like you would any other activity.

Many students have found that study groups help prepare for exams.  The key for study groups to be effective is to have a group where all members are at about the same level.  Study group members should come to the group having prepared.  Otherwise, group members may spend their time teaching a group member who is unprepared.  

Try to anticipate test questions. Ask yourself--what will "they" ask me?
As you study, ask yourself how you may apply that information to a patient situation.  Frequently, nursing test questions ask you to take the facts you studied and apply them to patient situations.

What do I do if I did poorly on a nursing exam?

Most nursing schools use some method of test review after an exam.  It is in your own best interest to attend the test review session.  Usually, the right answers for the questions will be given along with a rationale for the correct answer.  This will aid you in understanding why you might have chosen the wrong answer and the thought processes necessary to choose the right answer.  While attending test review will not change the grade you made on the exam, it may help you on future tests by understanding the thought processes necessary to critically think your way to the correct answer on the next exam.  Attending test review may also aid you in making a better grade on that particular content if your course has a comprehensive final exam.  After test review, if you still do not understand where you went wrong in answering the question, make an appointment to see the teacher who wrote the question to further clarify the information questioned on the exam.

Some schools team teach and team write exams or at least the question is agreed upon by the team. It may not be one instructor's question. It is a good idea to ask who you should make an individual appointment with to review your test with you. It may be the clinical instructor, advisor or any one of the team.

Did you feel your best for the exam?  Preparation for the exam includes getting a good night’s sleep.  But, if in the morning you awaken and feel ill, it may not be in your best interest to take the exam.  Consult your course policy for specifics on what to do if you are ill on a test day.  In most cases, you must notify the instructor prior to the exam being given.  While courses may give make-up tests, they may be made to be more difficult than the original test given in order to discourage students from missing a test.  In this case, only you can decide which may be the better alternative for you (take the test that day or take a make-up test), depending on how ill you really are that day.  

So you did poorly on the exam and you’ve attended test review and learned from your mistakes.  What else can you do?  The most important predictor in determining how well a student will do on an exam is academic self-concept.  In other words, how well do you think you will do?  Chances are you have studied to prepare for the test.  Do you have faith in yourself that you will do your best?  Think positive!  Study hard, learn the material, believe in yourself, and believe you will do well on the exam.  Good luck!

Lastly, if you did not do well on a test, attend test review and learn from your mistakes and then put it behind you.  Allow yourself a day or so to feel the feelings or disappointment.  Don’t dwell on that grade or that test.  Move on and begin to focus on the next exam.  

What other tests may I have to take in nursing school?

Prior to admission to the program, you may be required to take a standardized test for admission.  This test will be given to all students applying to admission into the program.  The admission test is usually a commercially prepared standardized test such as PAX-RN, NET and other nursing admission tests.  Generally, studying for an admission test is not necessary.  However, if review services for the test are available, it would be best to complete the review.  Admission tests may assess your basic knowledge of science, math, and other general education topics.  Some tests may also assess useful information such as your learning style and reading level.

Many schools also use standardized tests throughout the program.  These tests may be given at the end of each semester or at a mid or end point in the program.  Examples of such tests include the NLN tests, HESI, and tests from other vendors such as ATI or ERI.  Some schools may require that students successfully complete the tests to progress to the next course in the curriculum or to graduate.  Other schools may simply use the test results as a method to measure student learning for other purposes.   

Do I have Test Anxiety?

Do you feel that you studied, knew the material and still did not do well on the test?  Did your mind go blank as you read the questions?  If so, you may suffer from test anxiety.  

Take this quiz to determine if you may suffer from test anxiety.

Instructions:

Please check all that apply to you:

Prior to or during the test, I feel the following:


_____ Perspiration


_____ Sweaty palms


_____ Headache


_____ Upset stomach


_____ Rapid heart beat


_____ Tense muscles


_____ Panic


_____ Shortness of breath


_____ Uneasy upset feeling


_____ Hands/arms trembling

_____ I feel tension as the test is being passed out.

During the test:

_____ I have difficulty reading & understanding the questions, organizing my 

thoughts.

_____ my mind goes blank on a question.

After the test I:

_____ remember the correct answer as soon as the test is over.

_____ did poorly on the test even though I knew the material.

Scoring:

Add up the number of items you checked.  If you checked 3 or more of these, you may suffer from mild test anxiety.  If you checked 5 or more, you may have severe test anxiety that is greatly affecting your ability to be successful on tests. 

What can I do about my Test Anxiety?

Do I have it?

Test anxiety can produce physical signs such as perspiration, sweaty palms, headache, upset stomach, rapid heart beat, tense muscles, panic, shortness of breath, uneasy upset feeling and trembling of hands or arms.  Some of the effects you may experience include having difficulty reading and understanding the questions, having difficulty organizing your thoughts, feeling your mind goes blank on a question, remembering the correct answer once the test is over and doing poorly on the test even though you thought you knew the material.  

Causes of test anxiety:
Poor academic self-concept.

Lack of preparation by cramming the night before the test, poor time management, failure to organize information & poor study habits.

Worrying about past performance on tests, how friends and other students are doing and negative consequences of failure.

What can I do about test anxiety?
1. Build your confidence by studying throughout the semester and avoid cramming the night before the exam.

2. Study, study, study!  Know the material well enough so that you can recall it even if you are under stress.

3. Learn & practice good time management skills.  Avoid laziness, procrastination & day dreaming.

4. Learn to concentrate on the material you are studying by generating questions from your textbook & lecture notes, focusing on key words, concepts & examples in your textbooks & lecture notes and making charts and outlines which organize the information in your notes & textbooks.

5. Talk to friends every day for support, encouragement and to re-new your self-confidence and morale.

6. Acknowledge your anxiety and vow to do something about the excess.  Go on with your life.

7. RELAX!  Take several deep breaths & hold them for 5 counts before exhaling slowly.  Loosen your entire body.  Wear comfortable clothes.

8. Learn progressive muscle relaxation.  Focus on the feeling of relaxation in order to recall that feeling of relaxation when needed.  Check the Websites section to link to a website which will guide you through a 20 minute progressive muscle relaxation session.

9. Yell “STOP!” to yourself when you feel yourself panic.  Take a few moments to reflect on you in a calming setting and then proceed.

10. Consider the worst that could happen.  Consider the importance of this exam in the greater scheme of life.

11. Make sure you are well rested before the exam.  Eat nutritious foods.  Exercise will reduce tension & stimulate thinking.

12. Take a warm shower the morning before the test for relaxation.  Allow yourself to get to the test without feeling rushed.

13. Allow yourself plenty of time to get to school to take the exam.  Being late and rushing will only add to test anxiety.

14. Right before the exam, do not spend the last few minutes cramming or talking with peers about information that may be tested.  Your mind is racing at this time and this may only confuse you.

15. Scan the test & answer the questions you know first.  This is a great confidence builder.  If you cannot think of the answer to a question, don’t panic and let that throw off your concentration.   Answer other questions and this may trigger your memory for the missed answer.

16. Develop a positive attitude.  Tell yourself that you can do this and believe in yourself.

17. Review your accomplishments and your positive abilities, savor them and build your self-confidence; you’ve taken hurdles before and you will give this one your best.

18. Congratulate yourself & give yourself a reward for success and keep on track.

19. You really are pretty good, not perfect, but who is?  You are your own person, you are OK.

Websites: Copy & paste the address in your browser
Progressive Muscle Relaxation: http://www.lessons4living.com/relaxation.htm
Test Anxiety:  http://www.sdc.uwo.ca/learning/mcanx.html

Dealing with Test Anxiety:  http://stress.about.com/od/studentstress/a/test_anxiety524.htm
Overcoming Test Anxiety:  Check with your counseling department at your school to see what resources they might have. You might be surprised!
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