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Introduction
Mastering good exam technique is crucial. To see why, it is important to understand what the 

exam is testing.

Exams are NOT just about testing whether you have acquired certain information. 

If that was all that they were for, universities could set exams without time constraints and 

allow you to simply hand in the answer booklet whenever you felt you had displayed all your 

knowledge in a neat and beautiful way. Well, unfortunately, that is what home-assignments and 

theses are for, but not exams.

This used to be my own misguided understanding of exams and I would often get upset when 

I ran out of time in an exam, feeling that the examiners had ‘malevolently’ denied me the 

opportunity to show off my hard-earned knowledge.

Yet besides asking ‘Do you know the syllabus?’ the examiners are asking a wider and tougher 

set of questions:

 •  Have you learnt how to annotate the exam sheet with such speed that you still have   

 enough time to answer the questions completely? Yes or No?

 •  Do you know the syllabus to the point that you can whip out a sophisticated answer   

 with little to no time for thought? Can you think fast enough? Can you write fast enough?  

 Yes or No?

 •  When you don’t have the time to display all your knowledge, are you able to show only  

 that specific knowledge which is most relevant to the question? Yes or No?
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Thus, you must understand this: On the one hand, the exam is about skilfully applying 

knowledge. On the other, it is about how you handle limited time. It doesn’t matter how good 

you are in only one of these two dimensions, if you are deficient in the other, you will not do well. 

This also means that top-performers excel, amongst other things, because they gain minutes and 

seconds where others waste them. I will show you how to do this.

This book has a narrow focus in that it is strictly about 1) the time-related aspect of essay-based 

exams and 2) the techniques you need to properly answer the questions. 

Please note: I assume throughout this book that you will be sitting a 3-hour exam, in which you 

have to write 3 essays. So that’s 1 essay per 1 hour. Your essay will be approximately 800 to 1300 

words long. If your exam follows a slightly different structure, say you have to write 4 essays in 3 

hours, or you are writing other longer essays, this doesn’t matter since the principles remain the 

same. If you fall into this category, please adjust my guidelines for how much to write or how 

much time to spend on questions accordingly.

My Goal

My goal is to help you improve your exam technique. I will show you how to save valuable time in 

the exam, as well as how to make sure you answer the questions in the proper manner, without 

throwing away marks. Because no matter whether you score 39, 48, 59, or 68 marks, you will be 

kicking yourself for not having scored those 1 or 2 extra marks. Some techniques outlined in this 

book will be very useful to others but perhaps less so to you. Skip what doesn’t suit you and stick 

with everything that makes you feel better prepared and has the potential for giving you and your 

grades that crucial extra boost.

- My hope is that by teaching you how to master good exam technique, you will get those last 

couple of marks that, in the end, make all the difference.

Ready? :)

Let’s jump right in and I’ll show you how to prepare like a 1st Class 
student!
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Speed Up Your Handwriting
After a systematic analysis of my own handwriting, I was able to increase my maximum output 

per hour from 1000 to 1200 words while also improving legibility. In this section, I will explain how 

I did it.

Why Speed Is Important

Your writing speed is important because it determines how much you can write. While frequently 

in life quality is more important than quantity, for LSE-level essays this only holds true within 

limits. 1100 high-quality words are surely better than 1200 low-quality words. But if you cannot 

manage to write more than 700 - 800 words in an hour, it is very likely that you will simply not 

have enough content in your essay that could be awarded any high marks. Usually, 800-900 

words is enough to cover whatever was mentioned in the Subject Guide or the Examiners’ 

Commentaries but it is not enough to include an extra paragraph that shows any original thought 

on that particular topic.

In my experience, only on rare occasions will you be able to put together an essay that is this 

short and that simultaneously has all the important material covered. I wrote around 1000 - 1200 

words for most of the (first-class) essays I produced in exams. Only in one case did I write an essay 

that was around 850 - 900 words long. This bought me time which I could then use on another 

question. Note that I only did this because I was confident that the 900 word essay was written 

to a first-class standard nonetheless. If you want high marks, all of your essays must have a high 

standard. Don’t bet on your other essays being so good that they can compensate for a mediocre 

one.

I am a bit hesitant to say that you absolutely need to hit 1200 words as an absolute rule, and I do 

think that 3 well-written 850 word essays could score a First, however from my own experience I 

would say that most 1st Class essays should be in the 1000 - 1200 word range.

In short, faster writing is always good because you can either write more, or because it buys you 

time which you can spend on other questions or on proofreading.

[ ….. ]
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Adapting Your Practice Essays 
in the Exam & Planning Your 
Essay
I also discuss most (but not all) of the following section in my other book ‘The Anatomy of a 1st 

Class Essay’. 

This is because that book is about writing 1st Class Essays and this book is about sitting an exam 

in which you want to write a 1st Class Essay. Neither book would be complete without these 

sections. 

How do you become good at flexibly adapting to new questions in the exam?

3 Scenarios
There are essentially three possible scenarios in the exam as far as adapting to the question goes.

1) Essentially no adaptation. The question is nearly identical to a past question that you have 

prepared for.

2) Some adaptation necessary. The question is similar to a past question that you have prepared 

for. However, you will have to make some structural changes.

3) New question. You have to plan and write an essay as fast as possible.

We will discuss different approaches as they apply to each scenario. 

However first, it is important that we look at what you will be doing no matter which of the 

scenarios applies.



19

Building Blocks

At the beginning of ‘Anatomy of a 1st Class Essay’, we discussed that your essay will follow this 

structure.

 I1

 I2

 P1

 P2

 P3

 P4

 (P5)

 C1

 (C2)

You may think of each of the paragraphs (P) as a building block.

So here are your building blocks as they are mapped onto the YES/NO models discussed in 

‘Anatomy of a 1st Class Essay’ (see below for a short explanation).

 P1      YES/NO

 P2      YES/NO

 P3      YES/NO

 …      ...

 PX      YES/NO/BONUS

(The number of building blocks or paragraphs isn’t fixed. For the rest of this section I will use three for simplicity. Generally 

speaking, I also recommend you at least start with three and once you have that sorted out mentally, you can add more if 

necessary. Nonetheless, 4 is most likely to be your max.)

[ ….. ]
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This should also help with writing a better introduction. However, if you do get stuck, just use 

the bare minimum of what is necessary to start writing.

 Y/N

 Y/N

 & Go!

How do you write the introduction if 
you still don’t know exactly what you 
will be writing?
You keep the introduction vague. I wrote all the introductions and other essay examples that you 

have seen throughout this book after planning and refining the text carefully. So don’t think that 

you are doing something wrong if you cannot write like that in the exam. 

Let’s look an example between a well-planned introduction and an introduction kept more vague 

while simultaneously applying the Extended YES/NO model.

Detailed Introduction.

‘Poverty is more than a lack of income’. Discuss

[…]

First, this essay will examine ‘income-centric’ approaches to poverty such as poverty lines. It 

will argue that they are important but they have serious shortcomings in terms of assessing a 

human’s deprivation and vulnerability. (YES)

Next, it will argue that, since poverty is indeed more than a lack of income, poverty measures 

should go beyond income-centric approaches. (YES)

 

It will argue that alternative measures such as Participatory Poverty Assessments (PPAs) and 

‘multi-dimensional’ measures of poverty also have their drawbacks, but that they have important 

advantages in terms of understanding the characteristics, causes and consequences of poverty.

Finally, it will argue that while policies must take poverty’s multiple dimensions into account, 

macroeconomic policies designed to increase incomes must underpin all others. (~NO)

[ ….. ][ ….. ]
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Referencing The Question In Your Conclusion

Lastly, make sure that the very first sentence of your conclusion picks up the wording of the 

question.

Examples:

Critically discuss the assertion that violence is a development issue.

To conclude, this essay has argued that violence is most definitely a ‘development issue’ - perhaps 

the greatest of all. 

‘The distribution of development aid is always political.’ Discuss.

To conclude, this essay has argued that the distribution of development aid is indeed frequently 

political, albeit not ‘always’.

Note: Whenever you are agreeing with the statement in the question, the word ‘indeed’ fits very 

nicely.

Why are some countries richer than others?

In conclusion, this essay has argued that differences in institutional quality, rather than in culture 

or geography, are the main reason for why some countries are richer and more developed than 

others. 

NB: I find ‘To conclude,…’ to be more elegant than ‘In conclusion,…’ but that is a minor detail.



www.FirstClassStudents.com

Topic Selection in 
The Exam



41

Topic Selection In The Exam
Which topics should you choose? In which order should you answer the questions?

You should have a system in place or else you will waste precious time.

Here Is What You Should NOT Do

You take a deep breath and start to read each question carefully. You know you have to answer 

3 of the 8 questions before you. Therefore you want to narrow down your selection. You start to 

do this by making a neat circle around all the question numbers that you will now consider. 

You have decided that you might be able to answer questions 1,3,4,5, and 7. You got lucky and 

question 3 is about a topic you know well and, furthermore, strongly resembles a question you 

practiced for in the past.

So now questions 1,4,5, and 7 are still available and you have to answer two of them. Unfortunately, 

they are all kind of hairy. While yes, generally speaking, you do have plenty of knowledge relating 

to the topics these questions are based on, regrettably each question has some weird twist that 

means it doesn’t quite match what you prepared at home. Or it’s mostly about something you 

know well but one aspect of the question relates to something you know less well. Or it’s about 

the topic you know the best but what the question asks is so new and unexpected that you’d 

really have to think about how you would answer it, and how you would structure your argument.

So perhaps you panic, pick a question at random and just start writing something, hoping that 

things will come together as you go along. Although it can be very surprising to see how much 

you can actually write when you absolutely have to (at home you probably would have had 

writer’s block if you had attempted that same question then), let’s hope you did not panic and 

that you did not just start writing something. Let’s take a step back.

Okay, so you did not panic and now you are still deciding which two of the four hairy questions 

you should answer. So you stay calm and think about cool stuff you could mention in each case. 

You close your eyes and mentally plan an essay for each question. The problem is that each 

question has that hairy aspect that you are now trying to resolve mentally, simultaneously while 

you are brainstorming all the cool stuff you could mention. Somehow this mental exercise has 

worked better for question 7 and for question 4 than for the other two questions so you go with 

them.
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Or in an alternative scenario, you were somehow trying to compare the quality of the 4 vague 

essay outlines that you are holding in your mind’s eye. Ultimately, you realise that a human brain 

cannot perform such mental gymnastics so you end up going with whatever your gut tells you. 

6 minutes have already past, the page is blank, and you instinctively make a decision because 

you are forced to. So it’s going to be questions 1 and 4 then. Now, after having thought about 

4 totally unrelated topics from the syllabus, you yank your mind back to the first question 

you were going to answer, namely your lucky question. You stall for a short moment and blink 

twice as your knowledge relating to the topic you know best is momentarily lost on you but then 

quickly returns.

6 minutes and 42 seconds have past and you finally start to write. You did not annotate the first

question because it’s obvious what it is asking so you just start to write. Yet in your haste, you 

forget to define a couple of key terms at the beginning of your essay, a sloppy mistake you will 

never notice, not even after the exam, or in August when you get your result. After completing the 

first essay, you start to think about the second question you were going to answer (again!), trying 

to remember how you were going to deal with that hairy aspect of it. You start to scribble a few 

things on the exam sheet that you want to include in your essay. Then you start writing. Towards 

the end of the main part of your essay, you get inspired or remember some key point, so you 

build that into your essay although you know that time is running out. 2 hours and 15 minutes 

have past. Luckily, you somehow manage to write the third essay in the remaining 45 minutes, 

with a good introduction and covering all the main points in the body of the essay. You didn’t 

manage to write the conclusion for the last essay but that surely isn’t too bad because by design 

the conclusion doesn’t mention any new points and only repeats information you’ve already 

mentioned in your essay anyway. Surely the examiners will understand that it was the conclusion 

of the last essay so they will only deduct a mark or two.

All in all, it went better than you had expected. You really did come up with some good points 

during the exam. While you might not quite make a 1st, surely you’ll score in the 60s. Maybe. Or 

you might end up scoring in the 50s (or worse), not knowing what happened and cursing the lack 

of transparency of the grading process.

Well, if you have followed the structure I outline in my book ‘Anatomy of a 1st Class Essay’, 

you will probably score at least in the 60s (especially because you will have prioritised writing 

appropriately structured conclusions for all of your essays amongst many other things). But 

leaving the discussion of the hallmarks of a good essay aside for the moment, the purpose of 

the above scenario was to show you that the process of topic selection can be handled in a 

less-than-ideal/ horrible way and that it can therefore compromise your performance at every 

single stage that comes after that.
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I view it as my job to ensure that you do not find yourself in a situation similar to the one 

described above. Although it is quite likely that you’ll have to deal with some hairy questions, I 

will show you a more systematic approach to topic selection that will set you off towards a better 

start in the exam.

Follow me! :)
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A Systematic Approach To Topic Selection

Cognitively speaking, making a decision is costly.

That’s why Steve Jobs would wear the same pair of blue jeans and black turtleneck sweater every

day. This would allow him to spend his decision-making powers on big decisions that really 

mattered instead of on what clothes to wear. You can think of yourself as having a bank account 

that fills up with good decisions each day. Once it is depleted, you start making unwise decisions. 

For this reason, people on a diet who prepare their meals in advance have better success rates: if 

you’ve already decided what you will eat the next day, and it’s already prepared, then you will not 

waste any decision-making power or willpower on what or what not to eat. If, however, you have 

had a long and difficult day at work or uni, where you have had to make many decisions, and now 

on your way home you pass that fast food chain, your now depleted ‘good decision bank account’ 

will not be able to help you. Thus, you are likely to make that unwise decision and give in to your 

cravings.

All of this is to say that concentration, will power, and decision-making ability are limited 

cognitive resources. What this means is that you want to make as many decisions related to

topic selection before the exam as possible, rather than during the exam.

Here is a straightforward example. Let’s say you get very lucky and you find 2 questions on the 

exam that you are very well prepared for. Which one do you do first? If you are now in the process 

of making a decision and spending valuable time and mental resources on said decision, you 

have done something wrong. This is a scenario you could have prepared for prior to the exam.

So roughly speaking, if topics 1, 2, and 3 are all equally easy and you have decided prior to the 

exam that in that case you will answer them in the order of 1, 3, 2, then you will have chosen the 

sequence in which you will answer the questions within seconds - because you systematically 

ranked the topics prior to the exam.

We will now discuss what a systematic approach looks like, going step-by-step. Throughout this

section, you will images that should give you an idea of what an implementation of these steps 

could look like. You can of course customize this approach according to your own preferences.

ACTIVITY: Print out several past papers, say 6-10 or more. You can even print them out

multiple times. You should use them to only practice topic selection. Time yourself using a

stopwatch and practice until you have increased your speed significantly.

[ ….. ]
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How much time should you spend planning your essay?

I’m hesitant to set guidelines in terms of how much time you should spend planning your essay.

Perhaps between 1-8 minutes. Maybe even a bit more. However 2-4 minutes seems more likely if 

you know your essay is going to be in the 1200 word range. If on the other hand, you spend 10

minutes thinking and produce an excellent 850 word essay that might be better for you. This is

something that will differ from student to student. Naturally, the faster you are the better. If you

practice adapting to new questions frequently (Scenario 3) you should be able to significantly

increase your speed.

How much time should you spend on your introduction in the 
exam?

As little as possible but as much as necessary because it is the most important part of your essay.

If, in the exam, you came across a question that you essentially prepared at home with pretty 

much the same wording, great (Scenario 1). If you can write that out quickly and start with 

Paragraph 1 after just 8 minutes or so, that’s fantastic.

If, on the other hand, you need to (1) take care of a lot of definitions in the introduction and/or 

quote the question a lot as you lay out your argument and/or (2) you need to spend a fair amount 

of time thinking about and then structuring your arguments, it’s okay if, say, up to 16 minutes 

have passed by the time you start Paragraph 1. But if it takes you longer than that, there is a high 

risk that you will not be able to finish your essay.

How much time should you spend on your conclusion in the exam?

As little as possible so you can move on to the next essay or finish the exam on time. So basically 

this is determined by how fast you can write approximately 100 - 160 words (Another reason why 

we started the book trying to speed up your handwriting).

Flip back to your essay’s introduction if you briefly blank on what the arguments were that you

mentioned throughout the essay.

You probably shouldn’t waste much time trying to come up with some super original sentence 

to finish your conclusion. If you can’t come up with something great fast, it is most likely better to 

move on to the next exam question.

[ ….. ]

[ ….. ]

[ ….. ]
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What should you do if time is running out and you will not be able 
to finish your last essay?

YOU ABSOLUTELY NEED TO WRITE A CONCLUSION FOR ALL THREE ESSAYS

It is better to leave some pages blank and to write the conclusion, hoping you can fill in those 

blank pages* with more of the main body before time runs out, as opposed to finishing the main 

body without a conclusion.

I think it’s quite unlikely that you will score 70+ in the exam if one of your essays does not have a

conclusion.

* Blank pages: If you have 30 seconds left and cannot fit in the rest of the main body, draw arrows 

on the blank pages so the examiner reads your conclusion and doesn’t think your essay stops 

where there are some blank pages!
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Exam Hacks
In this section we will briefly discuss two things that could hurt your exam performance, namely 

1) distractions and 2) your ability to concentrate beginning to fade.

Prevent Distractions
Noise

The first possible distraction is noise.

If the proctor is loudly flipping through a newspaper or typing on a computer (all things that 

might happen in any of the many exam centres around the world), you may perhaps want to 

shout ‘Please!’ or whatever you think is appropriate. My opinion is that you should insist on sitting 

your exam under conditions that are fair. If everybody else is allowed to concentrate while the 

proctor at your particular exam centre repeatedly interrupts your thought process, I think that 

you should do whatever you can about it, rather than just putting up with it. You didn’t study this 

hard all year just to be interrupted by a careless proctor!

A better solution to the noise problem is to use earplugs.

However you absolutely must ask your proctor for permission to use earplugs prior to the exam.

Using ‘non-permissible materials’ in the exam is a serious offense so you must get permission first. 

No matter how ridiculous you think this may be, do get permission for bringing anything into the 

exam that is not a pen or a transparent plastic bottle.

Many people don’t know how to use earplugs in a way that isn’t uncomfortable (and also fail to 

get earplugs to seal the ear canal properly), so I’ll refer you to the same article on the subject that 

enlightened me:

http://blog.pksafety.com/ear-plugs-what-you-need-to-know-so-they-fit-right/

‘Hearos Earplugs’ is the brand I use because it supposedly has the highest noise reduction rating,

however at the end of the day, any set of commonly available earplugs should do the trick.

[ ….. ]
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Now you will be less affected by another student who has a cough or a fellow student who starts

asking the proctor about a toilet break.

This brings us to the topic of the next major distraction that could hurt your exam performance.

Your bladder

You don’t want to lose valuable time because you have to go to the toilet. Actually, it’s hard to 

think of anything else that could rob you of more time. We have spent this entire book trying to 

save you minutes and seconds in the exam and it would be dumb if you ended up losing a ton of 

time because you need to go to the bathroom.

Do this: Develop a routine in the week before the exam. So if your exam will be from 10:00 to 

13:00 don’t ever go to the toilet during that time period on the days that lead up to the exam. 

Monitor your liquid intake before 10:00 o’clock if you really find it challenging not to go to 

the toilet during those 3 hours. On exam day, don’t drink more before 10:00 o’clock than you 

otherwise would and only take a small amount of water into the exam. By limiting the amount 

of water you bring with you, you can make sure that you don’t drink too much because you are 

nervous or because you are not paying attention.

Concentration
Now we will discuss the problem of your concentration declining towards the end of the exam.

That last 30-60 minutes is when you will not only make the most spelling mistakes but also other 

dumb mistakes that can cost you marks.
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Stimulants
Disclaimer: Consult a physician or other qualified professional before doing anything described 

below.

We’ve all heard of coffee as the standard stimulant. However, as with sugar, some people 

experience an energy boost which is immediately followed by a crash.

Green and black tea may work better for you. This is because the stimulating compounds in 

green and black tea have different half-lives, thereby providing for a smoother, longer-lasting 

effect. Alternatively, you may want to try Yerba Mate tea. Many people absolutely swear by it so 

you might want to give it a try.

With both coffee and tea, be careful because they can make you need to go to the toilet. You 

should test all of these things when you simulate exam day at home.

You can also skip the liquid intake entirely and take the active ingredients in coffee and tea 

directly. Both caffeine and L-Theanine pills are available in supplement form. Caffeine is what is 

found in coffee and L-Theanine is the amino acid in green tea that smoothens the sometimes 

jittery side-effects of caffeine. Be careful here! My stomach cannot handle caffeine tablets very 

well (or coffee for that matter) so see how your body reacts before proceeding. You also don’t 

want to experience tachycardia in the exam because you drank a jug of coffee or tea!

The number one stimulant

A cold shower! Try it before you say that it isn’t true!

Your goal naturally is to be fully rested, however let’s imagine for a moment that you only slept 2

hours and that you feel very tired. I promise you that an ice cold shower will jump-start your 

entire nervous system very, very quickly! Ideally, you would have a cold pool you could jump into, 

however since that is quite unlikely, a cold shower is probably the next best option. You can start 

off with warm water if you want to and you can chose a gradual approach (first feet and legs, 

then hands and arms etc.) instead of instant cold exposure. However, do make sure that you have 

the cold water running down your head, neck and spine for at least a couple of minutes. Either 

relax into it, or jump, scream and get real pumped - whatever works for you.

[ ….. ]

[ ….. ]
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It’s not pleasant but it works. Notice the mental clarity and alertness that you feel afterwards. 

Typically the effect lasts several hours (well past your exam). However, you are more likely to feel 

tired in the afternoon (although not necessarily). If this happens, either you will be celebrating 

that the exam is over so you won’t notice, or you’ll have to take a short power nap before you 

continue studying for the next exam. (Lying down for 8-20 minutes is my other main trick for 

being able to concentrate for long periods of time. Whenever my focus declines, I just lie down 

briefly and then I get back to it.)

A note on study drugs

My hope is that this book will help thousands of students do well at uni. Therefore, statistically

speaking, it is very likely that a small percentage of students reading this is currently taking drugs 

that are more potent than drugs like caffeine.

My goal in this book is not to advocate drug use. However, if I can convince one drug-taking 

student to stop taking a certain drug or at least to take a safer drug, I will have succeeded in 

doing a good deed.

Prescription medicines:

If you are taking Adderall or Ritalin, stop (unless of course you are actually taking them because of 

a genuine medical condition). Modafinil (also known as Provigil) is likely to be better for your body 

and your brain. The US army gives it to fighter pilots and supposedly many heads of state and 

CEOs take it to handle jet-lag because it removes the symptoms of tiredness without otherwise 

being stimulating.

Over-the-counter supplements:

Over-the-counter supplements might be more dangerous than prescription medicines. If you are 

taking nootropic supplements, be extremely careful messing with your brain’s chemistry. I think 

that fighting for every mark is important but not at the expense of long-term imbalances in your 

neurochemistry.

[ ….. ]

[ ….. ]

[ ….. ]



[ ..... ]

Click or copy the link below to get the full version.
Learn the exam technique that can help you score 70+ marks

www.firstclassstudents.com/s/1st-Class-Study-Systems



www.FirstClassStudents.com

Your Mental Game



65

Your Mental Game
Cultivating The Right Mindset for High Performance

Top athletes have sports psychologists because what happens in the mind affects what muscles 

can do on the playing field or on the running track.

In the arena that is the exam hall, how you handle stress can be decisive.

Some students experience a black out in the exam, while others handle exam day like they would 

any other day of the week.

If feeling nervous is a concern for you, or if you think that a little extra mental resilience could be

helpful, this next section is for you.

Do not do this:

If you are feeling nervous, don’t tell yourself to relax. Don’t tell yourself to calm down.

If you do that, it’s very easy to get caught up in a vicious circle. You’re nervous, so you tell yourself 

to calm down. But it’s exam day so you fail to calm down. Noticing how you still haven’t calmed 

down, only makes you more nervous.

Fake relaxation and suppressed nervousness are not a good basis for high performance!

Instead, repeatedly say to yourself ‘I’m excited!’

Don’t just think about being excited but actually say it to yourself as often as necessary. Of course 

you are going to feel some amount of nervousness, of course you wonder which questions will be 

on that exam sheet. Accept that. It’s a part of what you signed up for.

Now for high performance, you have to cultivate a mindset that shows eagerness to perform, an

eagerness to do your best no matter what arises. Telling yourself to relax, means that you are

suppressing your energy. Yet you need to feel energised if you want to unlock your full potential. 

You want to harness any agitation that you will surely feel and you want to channel your energy 

into doing your best.
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