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Preparing for and Taking Exams: Part 1—Introduction to Taking Exams
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Editor’s note: The following is the first of a four-part series. The material is adapted from Appendix B of the author’s book, Land Survey Review Manual. 

Preparing for and taking exams involves more than simply acquiring knowledge, although knowledge of the exam material is the most important variable. Most of us could pass most multiple-choice or true-false exams with very little knowledge of the subject, depending on the standard set for the passing score. This series of articles is not on how to study, but rather on how to focus on the examination itself, including consideration of prior preparation. To ensure a passing score, you must become an astute exam-taker. This series will explain attitudes you can take toward an exam and techniques to apply that will improve scores over simply sitting and racking your brain trying to recall basic knowledge. 

Analyze the Questions 

One technique, which permeates all aspects of exam-taking, is analyzing the questions, rather than simply perusing or reading them. Without a certain level of reading and analytical ability and willingness to concentrate, it is difficult to pass any exam. This is true even if you have acquired basic knowledge and gained appropriate experience. Do not expect miracles in the exam room. An exam is the proof of the knowledge. This must be communicated to the grader. You must be fully involved with the exam to do this. Knowing the anatomy of exam questions will help you analyze them. Because most licensing exams are now in the multiple-choice format, most of the discussion in this series will focus on this style, although some points will be made concerning discussion questions or problems requiring solutions. 

Multiple-Choice Format 

The statement of the question is called the “stem.” The stem can be written as a question, a statement to be completed or a presentation of a problem. Within these formats, the level of the questions varies. Some questions simply test knowledge of facts, some test ability to recognize or associate concepts, and others test ability to analyze and solve problems. In land surveying licensing exams, the subject matter can be anything related to the fundamentals or the principles and practices of land surveying as embraced by the National Council of Examiners for Engineers and Surveyors (NCEES) “content areas” or as decided by individual state licensing boards. 

The responses provide alternative answers to questions, completions of statements or answers to numerical problems. There are usually either four or five answer choices. One of these will be correct or best. Sometimes there is only one true answer in the choices, and the others are false. At other times there may be elements of truth in all responses, but one has more truth than the others. The incorrect choices are called logical distractors, or decoys. 

The reasons boards and other groups use this format are related to grading and objectivity. First, multiple choice exam grading is easy, with no need for examiners to plod through examinees’ answers and render judgments. Also, the objective, rather than subjective, nature of the grading is more “defensible”—when questions are multiple choice, an examinee cannot easily argue or bring suit against a board for showing arbitrariness or favoritism. 

The advantage to the examinee is that all of the correct answers are provided. They are surrounded by some distractions, but a skilled examinee views these distractors as minor annoyances or clutter. The responses serve as prompts to “jog” your memory or as clues leading to the best answer. You do not have to recall information—as you would for a short-answer or essay question—and compose an original answer. This makes it easier. 

Multiple Choice Is a Game of Probability 

Most exams today have four choices for the answer to each question. Because all questions are worth the same point value, if you randomly guessed on the entire exam, the score would theoretically be 25 percent. However, if you could eliminate one response from consideration on each question and guess from among the remaining three choices, the score would increase to about 33 percent. Eliminating two responses from consideration would raise the score to about 50 percent, and so on. Much of the discussion in this series will be on developing ways to throw out choices, leaving a shorter list from which to choose. There are many ways to do this. Combining the methods can significantly increase exam scores and even result in passing scores when your knowledge of the subjects may be somewhat lacking, simply based on the laws of probability in selecting from a shorter list of choices. 

To become an astute exam-taker, you must learn how to recognize whether a question has been carefully or poorly written. The first of several exam-taking tips is how to spot strengths and weaknesses in individual exam questions. It probably is not literally true that the examiner is out to get you. However, if you begin to view the exam and its authors as adversaries, identifying their strengths and weaknesses can give you a better chance of winning, or passing, perhaps with points to spare. 

Finding weaknesses in the questions and their responses can increase your exam score because it can help you eliminate some responses from consideration and sometimes lead you directly to the correct answer. Even minor flaws in questions lead a good exam-taker to either the right answer or a wrong answer, either of which serves to increase your exam score on the basis of the laws of probability alone. 

Good Questions versus Poor Questions 

Good questions contain complete and unambiguous statements in the stem, so that a knowledgeable reader will not be confused merely by the way the question is presented. However, it is the quality of the distractors that determines the overall quality of a question. Good questions have distractors that are as attractive as the correct answer to an uninformed reader and are worded so well that even an informed reader must read all of the choices carefully before deciding which is best. 

Well-prepared distractors contain common misconceptions, statements that are true in themselves but do not answer the specific question, statements that are either too broad or too narrow for the requirements of the problem or other statements related to the subject that might appear plausible to a person who is unfamiliar with the subject addressed in the stem. In contrast, a poor question contains illogical or nonsense responses that are unrelated to the subject or responses that have clear disqualifiers or clues that render them incorrect to anyone applying logic and common sense. 

Good questions have responses that are all similar in style and level of technical vocabulary, approximately the same length or the same number of digits and arranged in alphabetical or numerical order. In contrast, a set of responses that lacks these qualities sometimes contains subtle clues that can be used as an aid to select the correct answer. For example, a very lengthy response or a very short one is often the correct answer. The writer probably copied the correct answer from a book or dictionary, and it is longer or shorter than the distractors, which he devised quickly. Similarly, a response with a rather technical tone can be selected as the correct answer if the others are in everyday language. 

Suppose the question writer asked for a definition of the term “extrinsic evidence” and gave the following four choices: a) proportionate measurement, b) least squares fit, c) alluvial fan, d) evidence outside the writings. This is not a good question because three of the choices have little to do with the subject, and, furthermore, the correct answer d) has the key word (evidence) in it. The correct answer is easy to find in such a question even if you did not know the meaning of the term. In contrast, had the three wrong answers been a) conclusive evidence, b) controlling evidence, c) judicial notice, it would have been a little more difficult for an uninformed examinee to select the correct answer. These latter wrong answers are much better logical distractors. Poorly written responses give you a means to improve your odds when you have to guess. You eliminate the clearly wrong answers and guess from among fewer choices. 

Numerical Problems 

For numerical problems, a good set of logical distractors contains numbers that have been determined using the most probable or common mistakes in analysis or computation. Poor distractors for numerical problems are simply random numbers not based on any type of solution. Good responses should be reasonably close in value. Often, when some are ridiculously large or small, a quick estimate of the answer can eliminate the extreme values. Always take a close look at the choices with approximation in mind. For example, if a circular curve had a radius of 200 feet and a central angle of 30 degrees, and you had choices for the arc length of a) 40 feet, b) 100 feet, c) 200 feet, and d) 500 feet, the closest answer can be spotted as 100 feet rather quickly by making a sketch, roughly to scale, in about 5 to 10 seconds. A better choice of responses in this question would be a) 53.59, b) 103.53, c) 104.71, d) 107.18. The first answer represents the tangent length, the second answer is the chord length. The fourth answer is calculated by using the tangent function instead of the sine function in calculating the chord. The correct answer couldn’t be as easily spotted, and, furthermore, if you misread the question and calculated the tangent distance or the chord length instead of the arc distance, this is just one of the traps that the question writer set for you. 

Good Questions Are Difficult to Write 

Good multiple-choice questions are difficult to write. The distractors present the greatest challenge. Even experienced question writers who understand the above principles generally have difficulty preparing some of the distractors. When a writer cannot think of enough incorrect but logical choices or problem solutions, one or more of the distractors may not be well prepared, making it easier for an astute examinee to eliminate them from consideration. 

Finding strengths and weaknesses in questions, particularly the weaknesses, is a first step in learning to read and analyze questions. The next part of this series will continue with a more complete discussion of analyzing the questions, including how to read the question to discern what is being asked, how to approach the responses, looking for key words and clues and some other mental skills that can be applied to improve scores. Also, questions requiring written answers and displayed problem solutions will be discussed. 
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Preparing for and Taking Licensing Exams: Part 2—Analysis of Multiple-Choice Questions
Dr. Ben Buckner, LS, PE 

(Editor’s note: This is the second of a four-part series. The material is adapted from Appendix B of the author’s book titled Land Survey Review Manual.) 

It is surprising that many multiple-choice questions are answered incorrectly, not because of lack of knowledge, but because of failure to read and understand the question. Years of college teaching has shown me that respondents to exam questions are often poor readers. 

Inability to understand the question could be influenced by the question writer. Perhaps the grammar or choice of words is unclear or unfamiliar. Legal and technical descriptions are often unclear to many people because the language is not what they are accustomed to hearing. The problem is more often in the receiver than the sender. If you have not studied the subject, clearly presented statements will be confusing. 

Let’s assume that an examinee has the knowledge and the writer prepared a good question. The problem then reduces to a basic inability to read, an unwillingness to read carefully, lack of analytical skills or adverse conditions affecting your ability to read and concentrate. Understanding what is being asked requires sufficient time, concentration and attention to detail. Too often, most people just half-listen to others, even when the information or instruction being communicated is important. Distractions, including immediate physical problems (hunger, thirst, illness, pain, fatigue, sleepiness and so forth), emotions (fear, anxiety and similar feelings), or an adverse physical environment (noise, room too cold or hot and so on) can hamper a person’s ability to focus on something being read or heard. 

I think much of the problem is some combination of mental laziness, bad listening and concentration habits, and failing to see the importance of reading the complete statement and considering each element in light of all others. These problems can be corrected, but it requires conscious effort and practice to do so. An examinee must go into the exam with the right attitude and determination to overcome the laziness factor. He or she must make a conscious effort to concentrate on each question and consider every word, phrase, and piece of given data. These points will be amplified in Part 3 of this series. Dealing with adverse exam conditions will be covered in Part 4. 

If the stem of a multiple-choice question seems ambiguous after careful reading, its meaning and intent might be clarified by reading the responses. Reading the responses with the stem, and not as isolated statements, is important. Assuming that the question can be understood either through carefully reading the stem alone or in conjunction with the responses, focus next shifts to evaluation of the responses in terms of what is being asked. 

Approaching the Responses 

Two responses. I have found that there are two basic approaches to finding the best answer to a multiple choice question. I call them the positive and the negative approaches. The positive approach is to search for the correct answer. The negative approach involves eliminating all of the perceived wrong answers and either guessing from the remaining choices or selecting the one remaining, if only one remains. 

The positive approach. The positive approach is natural for numerical problems because the distractors usually contain little information to use for comparing the choices. If the problem was solved correctly, the appearance of the answer in the list of choices provides confidence in its correctness, and thus the distractors are not so important. If a correct solution cannot be reasoned, the numerical distractors serve a purpose for the negative approach, their relative numerical values giving clues as to which might be most or least logical, considering the information given. 

A pure positive approach should never be used for non-numerical questions. Each response should be tested for its truth (or the extent it satisfies the question), based on knowledge of the concepts. The responses should then be arranged in order of apparent correctness. Selecting one response without carefully considering the others is jumping to conclusions. An examinee can be led to a good distractor this way. Even when an examinee is fairly certain of a best answer, it should be compared with each of the other responses to be even more confident that it is best. 

The negative approach. The negative approach uses most of the skills being explained in this series. Many of the points are tips on how to find weaknesses in responses, thus eliminating them. The process is much like eliminating items on a menu, based on your experience or instincts as to what “sounds good.” You narrow your choices in this way to gain a higher probability of being satisfied. The negative approach in answering a multiple choice question uses the same principles. 

Looking for Clues 

An examinee should not become intimidated by questions on unfamiliar subjects. Often, a question can be answered by logical association, even with little knowledge of the subject. There are usually clues of some kind, either in the responses or in some connection between the stem and the responses. Reading both the stem and the responses properly includes looking for key words that associate the stem with the responses. An example of this type of clue was given in Part 1, with the use of the word “evidence” in the stem and only one of the responses, giving a clue to the answer. 

Besides key words, other clues often exist. For example, one response may be much longer or shorter than the others, one may be written in a different style than the others or some may contain qualifying statements. Such responses stand out from the others and thus offer clues to either lead to the correct answer or eliminate responses, depending on each clue and other factors. As mentioned in Part 1, wrong answers are often significantly longer or shorter than the correct one, and the wording could be less formal than that of the correct answer. 

Recognition of clues requires understanding the anatomy of a question. It also helps to realize that the motivation of the question writer is to write a good question having one best answer, and the concern of the exam administrators is to ensure that one answer is indubitably correct to avoid complaints from examinees. These concerns often contribute to a list of responses that appear to be a little inconsistent or out of balance. An astute exam-taker can use this to advantage when it is recognized. 

A question writer will think of the correct answer first, the best distractors next and the poorest ones last. An editing refinement sometimes overlooked is to rearrange them by alphabetizing or random reordering. If it is observed that the quality of the responses seems to deteriorate from a) to d), answer a) is a good bet as the correct one. 

Numerical Responses 

For numerical responses, the wrong solutions often tend to yield answers both larger and smaller than the correct one. Thus, whether they have been arranged according to magnitude or not, your best chance, assuming you need to guess, is to go with one of the middle answers, not the largest or smallest. 

The response “all of the above” is often the correct answer. This answer is the logical one if it is fairly certain that two or more of the choices are correct. The “none of the above” response is usually an incorrect answer. It is often used when a writer simply cannot think of a good distractor. Thus, it is more of a filler than a legitimate distractor or correct answer. To select this answer, an examinee must be pretty sure none of the responses have much merit. 

None of these rules are absolute. It is best to read and analyze each question on its merits. However, analyzing the overall “flow” of the responses is part of exam-taking skill. If you are following the logic here, you are learning to “know the enemy” and are thus in a better position to win. 

A Step Beyond Analysis 

Other Senses. I maintain that a lot of people simply give up too easily out of lack of confidence, mental laziness or failure to recognize the powers that exist in the human mind and spirit. The essence of this section is to emphasize that, aside from looking for clues and applying other such skills, there is something lying between actual conscious knowledge and random guessing. 

Even without background on the subject, correct answers can often be selected. This process combines careful reading, good concentration and analytical ability, simple logic and confidence. It is more than being observant or astute and more than just looking for clues and weaknesses in questions. It has to do with use of the mind in a way other than just recalling knowledge or seeing the obvious. If a careful reading, analysis and search for key words and clues does not lead to a correct answer by either the positive or the negative approach, the examinee should use intuition, or what we commonly call “gut-feelings” or “hunches” to select an answer. Even when you do not see it clearly in the conscious mind, something is often happening in the subconscious to give you some hint as to the best answer. Whatever you might call the mental process, an examinee should pause long enough to allow the mind to lead to an answer before admitting defeat and resorting to guessing. The human mind is capable of doing better than what is achieved by pure guessing. What is stored in the mind can be recalled! 

Meditation (to the extent possible during an exam) and prayer add more possibilities to reach deeper for answers. Quitting prematurely is a common reason for failure on exams, when there are perhaps resources available that might spell success. Recognizing and using the power of the mind and other dimensions of the inner self can make the difference between success and failure. 

You may know more about the subject than you thought, but conscious awareness of this may not give you immediate reassurance. Dig a little deeper. The knowledge may find its way into your #2 pencil and point it to the best answer. 

Other Advice 

Most of the exam-taking skills explained herein are just good communication skills sprinkled with some elementary laws of probability and principles of logic. Any person having learned these skills and possessing a reasonable level of intelligence, confidence, analytical ability and knowledge can succeed in passing licensing or other exams. All of this gives you the power you need to succeed at exam-taking and most other things. 

In your preparations for your next exam, try to approach practice questions by applying the tips given here and in Part 1. In the next part of this series, we will discuss how to prepare for exams. 
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Preparing for and Taking Licensing Exams: Part 3—Preparation for an Exam
Dr. Ben Buckner, LS, PE 

(Editor’s note: This is the third of a four-part series. The material is adapted from Appendix B of the author’s book titled Land Survey Review Manual.) 

Long-Term Preparation 

Formal education. College courses help prepare a person for licensing exams in three ways: 1) The knowledge acquired should improve an examinee’s ability to select correct answers. 2) Exams are a routine part of college courses, and the experience of taking such exams develops exam-taking skill. Anyone who has passed into the senior year of a 4-year college program has usually learned how to read and analyze exam questions, as well as how to prepare for the exams and perform under pressure. This skill is nearly as important as knowledge itself. 3) A rigorous, professional-level college education broadens the mind, develops strong analytical ability and enhances communication skills. These strengths may be the most important aspect of success in exam-taking and most other areas requiring decision making. It has been said that knowledge is power. I believe that being able to read and comprehend something is power, as are good analytical skills and communication ability. 

If you have not allowed yourself the advantage of a college education, just taking a few courses will better prepare you for licensing exams. Seminars are not a substitute for formal education. Seminars may contain much information, but they do not constitute a complete curriculum, and they lack the qualities deriving from the pressure of exams and other tests of performance that are fundamental to earning a college degree. 

Experience. The quality, quantity and nature of a person’s professional and practical experience will directly affect exam scores. If someone has not had experience, both in the field and in the office, with much of it in “responsible charge,” he or she will lack the development needed to understand many exam questions. Anyone aspiring to be licensed should try to gain a breadth and depth of experience of the nature that teaches theory, techniques, analytical thinking and judgment. Merely holding a prism pole or working at a computer or drafting table for several years does not prepare a person properly to become a professional surveyor, so it is understandable that a person who prepares this way cannot easily pass a licensing exam. Anyone aspiring to be licensed should seek the type of employment that will offer the necessary experience. 

Try to gain quality employment. Quality employment means that you work for honest, ethical and knowledgeable professionals. If your employer is not willing or able to mentor you toward becoming a good professional surveyor, seek other employment. Work only for mature people who are not afraid or intimidated by you if you offer suggestions and want to learn. You can easily stunt your professional development and acquire bad attitudes about surveying and public service by working for and associating with negative, fearful, immature people or those who simply lack knowledge and the right attitudes toward people (including you as a growing and learning surveying intern). 

Personal attitudes. A person’s attitude and general goals determine success to a large extent. Positive attitudes toward learning and responsibility are important for preparing to become a licensed surveyor. If a person has a desire to learn and is curious enough to inquire, read, study, and keep seeking, the background and knowledge to pass a licensing exam will be gained slowly and methodically, so that the person is essentially prepared when exam time arrives. In contrast, one who tends to let others do the thinking, does not want or accept responsibility, and does not have an interest in learning will have a difficult time preparing for a licensing exam. 

To expect that only last-minute study (“cramming”) will succeed in gaining knowledge is unrealistic. There are no shortcuts to learning complex principles and concepts. No review manual, review seminar or set of study questions can prepare you. These things only help you to focus and find out primarily what you don’t know. A few hours or even several days of a seminar are no substitute for good experience, college education and a good attitude. There is no such thing as an “instant” professional. 

Collect a library of references. Part of the result of the positive attitude described above will be the accumulation and study of references. Familiarity with references over a period of years is far better than purchasing a few books shortly before an exam. References are of little use if they are not studied well in advance. Besides instruments, books may well be the most important possession of a surveyor. Surveying is an art, a science and a technology, much of which is well explained in the many available books. Despite what some people might lead aspiring young surveyors to believe, experience cannot teach everything. Surveying is a profession, not a trade, and it is said that achieving professionalism requires long and intensive study. Theories and applications—the primary subject matter of written exams—are almost all covered in books on the various subjects that comprise the specialized body of knowledge called surveying. 

Short-Term Preparation 

Applications and advice. Final preparations should begin no less than six months before the exam. Application must be made, fees must be paid and so forth. At the same time, the applicant should begin to make inquiries as to exam content, scope and expectations. Some licensing boards offer very little advice and no syllabi of exam content, whereas others publish outlines of content and sample questions. Laws generally do not allow examinees to disclose past exam content, but discussions with individuals who have recently taken the exam can nevertheless provide some insights and guidance in preparing for it. Exams change, and any advice offered by others—even licensing boards—must be used only as a guide, not a promise of specific exam content. The information available from NCEES should be absorbed well in advance of the exam. 

An understanding of rules on the use of calculators and references should be gained well in advance because these rules affect study and preparation methods. State licensing board rules on the use of calculators vary, and individual boards vary in their interpretation of the NCEES rules. An applicant accustomed to using calculator programs may have to work all problems, even those on multiple-choice exams, without using the programs. Also, only certain references (or no references) may be permitted on some portions of the exam. It is best to know these details well in advance. 

Study habits. You should form good study habits. You should study regularly and in an environment conducive to concentration. You may need to set aside some favorite habits and pastimes for a few months to allow for study time. You should attend review and other seminars during this final preparation stage. You may need to purchase a few additional references. A certain amount of sacrifice by the examinee and family members is to be expected during this period, both in time and in possible costs for additional references and seminars. Presumably, the time, expense and sacrifices will be repaid with higher income, a feeling of achievement and higher job satisfaction in the future after the exam is passed (the process of “delayed gratification” being one of the realities of life). 

Practice problems and sample questions are a good form of final preparation, but they should not take the place of quality study. The questions on the exam day will not be the same as those practiced. Conscientious study of review manuals (such as my Land Survey Review Manual) should provide not only background, coverage of the scope of land survey practice and ample practice with typical questions, but also the development of skills in analyzing questions. 

Final preparations. The final preparations include arriving at the exam site ready to take the exam. You should be calm, rested, comfortably dressed and fed and have a positive and confident attitude. Your brain does not function well without sleep, so get to bed early for at least two nights before the exam. The night before the night before the exam is actually the most important. (That is, it is important to get a good night’s sleep on Wednesday if your exam is on Friday.) Many people seem to think it is a mark of strength and wisdom to attempt difficult tasks on little sleep. You hear college students bragging sometimes on how little sleep they had the night before a final exam, but such practices are unwise. 

Leave responsibilities and concerns not related to the exam in the hands of others for the day. Arrive early to locate the building and room where the exam will be held. It is wise to have at least two calculators and extra batteries. You should have your favorite references, carefully chosen on the basis of expected exam content. Naturally, pencils, paper and erasers are also needed. It is advisable to have a watch to check pacing. 

Go into the exam with a positive attitude and take it seriously. You should be a little nervous. That is normal. However, panic is inappropriate. It isn’t a life-and-death situation. Try to recall the techniques and advice given in the earlier parts of this series. Read those articles just before taking the exam. 

The last installment in this series will offer advice on actually taking the exam. 
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	Preparing for and Taking Licensing Exams: Part 4—Taking an Exam
Dr. Ben Buckner, LS, PE 

(Editor’s note: This is the last of a four-part series. The material is adapted from Appendix B of the author’s book titled Land Survey Review Manual.) 

Beginning the Exam 

Carefully read written instructions in the exam, and listen attentively to verbal ones. If you don’t understand something, ask proctors or examiners for clarification. Skim the exam quickly for length and general content. Relax and begin reading the questions. Isolate and focus on one item at a time. Do not try to comprehend the entire exam at once or worry about anything except the question before you. Breaking the exam down into separate parts is the only way to get through it successfully. 

Focus and Concentrate 

Get serious. This is “D-day.” There are no rewards for good preparation, long experience, desire, sincerity or good looks. Don’t expect a miracle. You have to answer the minimum required questions correctly to pass. Focus on what you are there to do. Look at the situation and challenge as an athlete about to start a race would do. All the preparation, ability, pride and popularity combined will not win a race or pass an exam without a certain focus and effort lasting throughout the event. 

Try to think and concentrate on the content of each question. Deliberately avoid daydreaming. Get your mind where it should be, and keep it there. Plug your ears and close your eyes while you try to think, if necessary. In any way possible, try to physically and mentally block out distractions if you have trouble concentrating. 

Pacing 

An important aspect of exam taking is pacing. For example, if an exam has 100 questions and problems, with 4 hours (240 minutes) allowed to complete them, the average time on each question should be about 2.4 minutes, and that does not allow time for checking. You should check the clock periodically to see whether you are maintaining an appropriate pace. Pacing must make allowance for some questions being longer, some shorter, some easier and some more difficult. It is foolish to thoroughly read and answer only a fraction of the exam. Grading is not assigned on the ratio of correct answers to questions attempted, but some applicants take exams as if that were true. Good pacing means that all questions are given appropriate attention, all are considered, and a small amount of time is left for checking and reconsidering questions that were most difficult. Application of the principles covered earlier here is important, but obviously you must work efficiently to complete and check an exam. 

Setting Priorities and Guessing 

For multiple-choice exams, where all questions are given equal point value or “weight,” answer the “easy” questions first. Next, concentrate on those of average difficulty. Save the longest or most difficult questions and problems until last. When each question is of equal weight, regardless of difficulty or how long it takes you to read and answer them, it is far better to leave 10 long or difficult questions until last than work through these in sequence, the result possibly being that twice as many short or easy ones are then left unanswered. When the time comes to hand the exam to the proctor, common sense and the laws of probability dictate that a higher score will be achieved when more answers have been given to questions that were understood, and last-minute guessing was done on the fewest possible number of questions. 

When time is about over, guess at all unanswered questions. There is a fundamental rule of exam-taking, whether the exam is multiple choice or otherwise: never leave a question or problem unattempted. Guessing is not sinful, immoral or unethical. 

Other Suggestions 

Sometimes answers to questions are revealed within others. This happens when an exam has been compiled from a “bank” of questions and the exam coordinators do not carefully edit the exam as a whole. The meaning of a term or concept might be revealed in the stem or responses of one question, which can be used to help answer another question elsewhere in the exam. Being alert and using the exam as a learning experience can help answer some questions correctly. 

Time should be allowed for general editing of the exam. Check to make sure that responses were marked in the appropriate places, that all questions were answered, that all forms were completed correctly and so forth. 

Use of References 

Even when exams are “open book,” references should be used as little as possible. You should depend more on knowledge and the ability to derive equations than on finding information in a book. The books should be opened only when a theory, an equation or some constant cannot be otherwise discovered. The use of books consumes a lot of time. 

Do not carry a suitcase of books into the exam. For the NCEES open book part of the exam, I suggest around 10 or 12 references, including at least two general surveying texts, two on boundary location principles/legal aspects of surveying, a law dictionary, a surveying and mapping dictionary of terms, a dictionary or glossary of geodetic terms, possibly a book on route surveying, and two or three others focusing on areas of surveying in which you may lack background or confidence. Additional references will probably be needed for the “state-specific” part of the exam. 

The books should be efficiently arranged. By all means, be familiar with the books! Don’t just borrow them from the boss or the library the day before the exam. 

Questions and Problems Requiring Original Responses 

Purpose and nature of written exams. An applicant’s ability to communicate in writing and analyze in-depth problems cannot be adequately tested on the multiple-choice format. For this reason, despite the trend toward short, multiple-choice exam questions, a few land surveying licensing boards still require some written responses and problem solutions on the “state-specific” portion of the exam. Such exams require knowledge of local laws, standards, ethics, and practices and the ability to communicate in writing. 

Written exam questions are generally more difficult to answer than multiple choice ones, primarily because they contain few clues and require the mental and physical act of organizing ideas and then writing them out. 

Timing and pacing. Qualified applicants can usually complete the national exams in close to the allotted time. In contrast, state-administered exams are often excessively long and difficult to complete in the time allowed, even for the best applicants. This usually relates to the fact the exam writers fail to assess properly the time required to write answers and show solutions to problems. For this reason, efficient use of time is especially important for such exams. 

To help counteract the time problem, consideration should be given to the point value of questions. Sometimes it may be advisable to work longer problems of higher point value first, if you have confidence in the approach. This is the opposite of multiple-choice questions, where you should leave the difficult ones until last. The difference in approach is advised only if the harder problems have a higher point value. 

Communicating to the grader. The grader has no means of grading knowledge or understanding that does not appear on the examination paper. This is quite fundamental and seemingly obvious, but my experience in grading thousands of such exams and listening to college students’ complaints about their exam grades has led me to believe that a lot of people think the grader can read their minds. Written communication is essential for such exams. Blank pages receive zero points. “Dumb answers” may even earn a few points. Fears over being embarrassed that some unknown grader will read less-than-perfect answers can contribute to lower exam scores. 

If you know anything at all about the topic, say it in writing. However, assuming you know more than a little, try to keep comments relevant to the question being asked. Like food, excess verbiage can be as bad as not enough. As with multiple-choice questions, try to never leave a question or problem blank. 

Written exams are usually graded in part on general organization and grammar. Good writing is as important as knowledge of the subject. A survey description would also be graded on the basis of proper use of deed terms and expression of the intent of the conveyance. Written responses should be accurate, clear, concise and complete. The better the presentation, the higher the score. 

Show computations. For computations, if work is to be shown, I suggest the following procedure. It is best to state the approach, give equations, show the numerical values used in the equations and then show the correct answer. The more clearly and completely this is done, the better the chance of gaining points. For problems requiring several steps, intermediate steps should be given, not left in the memory registers of calculators. 

Even if answers are correct, a sloppy or poorly documented solution is likely to be downgraded. Another reason to show a complete and clear solution is that a wise and fair examiner will give partial credit where the work demonstrates knowledge of the concepts being tested, even if it contains mistakes in calculations. 

Summary and Final Comments 

My best advice regarding passing an exam is to prepare well and concentrate on the task at hand once you are in the exam room. Get plenty of rest before the exam and try to work on confidence. Preparation, good rest and a calm spirit all contribute to confidence. Do not allow yourself to become intimidated or upset over any exam question. 

Tell yourself that if the knowledge was ever in your head, you will be able to recall it. Then try very hard to do so when the need arises. Also tell yourself that even if the specific knowledge was never in your brain, you can still read, analyze, second-guess or otherwise reason through the responses to find the intended or best answer. Have faith in your ability to do so. 

My most important advice is that passing a licensing exam is just one step toward becoming a professional surveyor, and a relatively small step at that. Managing to pass an exam by applying exam-taking skills does not prove that you are ready to take on the responsibility of directing, signing and sealing professional survey work. Without adequate experience and formal education, I strongly feel that no person has acquired the background necessary to protect the public welfare and be a good surveyor. Passing the exam does not make one an “instant professional.” 

Dr. Ben Buckner is an educator, author and seminar presenter with Surveyors’ Educational Seminars and a Contributing Editor for the magazine. 
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