
Note Taking
The amount of notes you acquire while preparing for your comprehensive 
exam can become unwieldy (to put it lightly). One way to quickly �nd what 
you’re looking for is to add keyword tags to your notes. It may also be useful to 
write a paragraph summary of each text, that way you can easily review a wide 
range of materials. Mind mapping is a tool that can help you visualize how key 
concepts come together – don’t worry, there are plenty of free mind mapping 
programs available online (just Google “free mind mapping” and you’re on 
your way). 

The Written Exam
Make sure you have a distraction-free zone prepared for the days you write your exams – this could mean hiding the dirty 
laundry, removing the collection of bobble heads, or sending the dog to stay with friends – whatever it is, make sure it’s ready 
by the time you start writing. It’s also a good idea to prepare a schedule beforehand that designates how you will divide your 
time to make sure you get to all the questions you need to answer, with time to proofread work before submitting. Many 
people �nd it helpful to make a brief outline before beginning to write - this can help keep you focused on the question. 
Remember, you want to answer the question thoroughly instead of just listing o� citations of relevant texts. Generally, the 
�rst paragraph of your essay should provide a guide for where you are going in the paper, as well as a thesis that answers the 
question.

The Oral Exam
One very helpful way to prepare for your oral exams is by re-reading what you wrote during the essay portion of the 
test – look for areas in your essay that you may want to further clarify. To refresh your memory of all you’ve read, try writing 
and reviewing one sentence summaries of each text. Talking through your ideas (even if you are talking to yourself ) 
beforehand can help you feel more con�dent during the oral exam, it can also help you see where you need to spend more 
time reviewing. 

Further Resources
For more tips on how to ace your exam, visit these online articles:
American Psychological Association - “Preparing for your comprehensive exams” 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln Graduate Connections - “8 Ways to Prepare for Comprehensive Exams”
Inside Higher Ed. - “Surviving Writing Comprehensive Exams” and “Surviving the Oral Comprehensive” 
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