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I created this list to share the study tools that I have learned about and used along my academic journey. 

Many of these I learned from the on campus (free) tutoring offered at my undergrad campus and the 

learning center at my medical school. Don’t be embarrassed to use the resources your school has to offer. 

After failing my first chemistry exam in college, I realized I needed to incorporate more than just time, I 

needed strategy.  

 

I hope you all find these useful, but nothing beats getting individualized help. Research what tutoring 

options your school has to offer and reach out to them if you are struggling! Struggling is normal, but 

please DON’T STAY struggling alone. Si se puede! 

 

Disclaimer: I am not a learning specialist or expert. These may not work for everyone and this is not an 

exhaustive list of strategies.  

______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
#1) Active learning, Active Learning, Active Learning: How I incorporate this on the daily. 

a. During lecture: I ask myself questions in my head as important concepts (main points) come up; 
I either type out the answer or say it in my head (depending on how fast the teacher speaks) 

i. You can abbreviate as much as you like. By the end of a one hour lecture I may have 
about 5-7 questions answered and I walk out having retained information. 

ii. Example: What is PCOS? Polycyst ovaries, anov, androgens (2/3) 
iii. The key is to NOT look at the answer off the slides when you are answering the 

question. Even if you can’t remember everything just write down as much as you can 
without resources first, then you can check your answer.  

iv. To start off, or if the teacher speaks too fast, you can do a short version of this by simply 
repeating in your head (multiple times) the main point right after the teacher says 
it.  

b. Prepping for a test: I start doing practice questions EARLY, aka as soon as I am done with a 
topic 

i. In undergrad - I would create my own questions for each slide if the teacher did not 
provide a study guide (which most did not). I would create a few questions every night or 
every other night. I would also google if the assigned class textbook had a workbook 
I could use for more practice.  

ii. In undergrad and medical school -  if the teacher provides last years test I use that to 
create extra questions from the topics seen in the options (even if they were the 
incorrect answer) 

1. If that topic is somewhere on the test, you should probably know it pretty well 
iii. In medical school - I use Q banks and board review series book Q’s to test my knowledge 

on topics that we are currently learning in class 
1. These questions are NBME style and are inherently preparing me for STEP 1 as 

I am studying for class finals (which also tend to be NBME) 
2. The key for me is to just stick to questions on the topics we are learning in class 

at the moment and if there is something far out of my knowledge, because it is 
taught in second year, I don’t stress and skip over it 

3. I do practice questions once class is done going over a topic, usually by the end 
of a week. Even if I haven’t exhausted my studying, the topics I miss on 
practice Qs help me guide my focused study sessions. It’s okay to get 
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questions wrong, it’s part of the process and you will learn to accept it the more 
you do it. 

iv. In medical school -  I also go over topics we are learning in class in the “First Aid” book 
and quiz myself off of that. Quizzing out loud is the most helpful for me because I can 
catch mistakes easier.  

v. If you can find a classmate to do practice questions with 3-5 days before the exam 
you have found gold! Take turns reading the question out loud and then one person 
tells their choice and explains why. If there is disagreement, you both discuss your choice 
and usually you discover the mistake. Only after you come to a conclusion, do you check 
your answer.  

1. This only works if you have both done solid independent studying beforehand 
vi. In order to make all these questions valuable, it is important that you take each one 

of them seriously (don’t look at resources until after you selected a solid answer). If you 
are going to make a guess, take the time to do a logical process of elimination to make 
the most educated guess possible.  

 
#2) Process of Elimination and Educated Guessing: Practice this as you do questions 

a. Of course we would all love to know every little detail about everything, but that is not possible :( 
b. For times when I read a question on a test and am like “what the heck” I do a few things: 

i. First, I take a deep breathe and remind myself not to panic because that will cloud my 
thinking  

ii. I select an answer that sounds the most right to me initially, I mark the question and 
move on to the rest of the test; I do all the ones I am sure about as fast as I can  

iii. The key is not to waste a whole bunch of time on one question, so you can have 
time to come back later. Chances are you may see a question further into the test that 
can trigger your memory. 

iv. At the end, I return to my marked questions with a fresh look and I can usually eliminate 
2/4 options right off the bat. Make sure you explain to yourself why you are eliminating a 
specific choice.  

v. For the last two options, I think back to what I know is true about the question topic (even 
if unrelated to the specific question) and I try to see if anything in those options 
contradicts my knowledge. If it does, then I know it is wrong.  

vi. Another approach for certain topics is to think back to formulas if it applies 
c. The key to get good at this is to practice eliminating answers when you are NOT under time 

pressure, which is where your practice questions come into play 
i. It is fine if it takes you 10 minutes to come up with a justified guess if you are at home  
ii. You will get a lot faster the more you do it  

d. If you really have no idea what the answer is try to stay away from: 
i. Questions that have the words “always” and “never” in it 
ii. Questions that have medications, topics, or diseases you have never heard of - if this is a 

test for a class, chances are that if they did not teach you that, it probably isn’t the right 
answer 

iii. And if you really, really, really, have no idea ---- go with the longest answer choice lol this 
is kind of a joke, but kind of not - I mean would it really hurt you if you didn’t know the 
answer anyway? Ha. Use at your own risk.  

e. The hardest part for me initially, was to get rid of the habit of obsessing over a question and then 
having no time left over at the end. Once I trusted the process and got faster at doing questions in 
general, I never looked back. Practice your speed! 

 
#3) Review Practice Questions and Past Tests Effectively  

a. Creating tables out of the questions I missed or took a long time to answer has been a game 
changer for me. I also add topics that I listened to in class and felt super confused by to my table 
to remind me to look back at it later. Example Below. 



i. Try to keep explanations short and in your own words if possible, but some will need to 
be longer if you are very unfamiliar with the question topic 

b. I make a table for each exam that I have coming up based on practice Qs and I also make one for 
midterms I receive back to prepare for the final exam. It is key to not list every single topic, only 
the ones that fit the guideline mentioned in (a).  

c. The other big part is that I review the table for 15-30 minutes before bed every other day up 
until the exam. This table is individualized to the topics that I tend to forget and reading them 
before I sleep has been so helpful.  

d. By the time the final comes up at the end of the semester, you are more than ready and have 
your tables to look back at as a final review.  

e. In the example below, I just put together a few different tables I had into one to show variety in 
topics. 

 

 
 

#4) Memorable Acronyms or phrases 
a. In medical school - “First Aid” has some pretty catchy ones 
b. In general, making your own funny phrases is more likely to help you remember and they really 

serve well as triggers for me to recall a large amount of information 
c. Acronyms/phrases only work if you practice them along with any practice questions you 

have on that topic 
i. If you only come up with it once and then never say it again it will not work 

d. For example: The way I remember Edwards syndrome is that it has to do with trisomy at the 
Election age (from first aid), so it is trisomy 18 

i. I remember the characteristics because I think of politics related to elections 
ii. The patients with trisomy 18 have large heads (like politicians), they also have clenched 

fists (like people who are protesting against politicians raise their fist), they have 
rocker-bottom feet (because rockers also pump fists when rocking out) and they have low 
set ears (because politicians like to have ears on the ground to hear everything).  

iii. I think you get the point, but I pick one association to connect many different points 
together whenever it is possible  



 
#5) For Free Response Questions: I remember 95% of my undergrad tests were in this format  

a. ONLY write down what you need to answer the question. 
i. You can include details you know to be true, but don’t go overboard because you risk 

writing something wrong that can get you points deducted! 
b. For these types of tests I did find it helpful to do practice questions by hand and the questions I 

created were more in depth  
 
#6) Handwriting Study Guides 

a. To be efficient, I only handwrite the topics I can absolutely not remember to save my life 
and I like to use illustrations for these 

b. I used to hand write all my study guides in undergad, but realized that was taking up way too 
much time. I use the table method in #3 for most topics.  

 
#7) Interactive Flashcards 

a. These are most useful for heavy memorization classes like anatomy, nutrition or pharmacology to 
recall medications 

b. These flashcards will literally have one to two words on it and you will then arrange them in 
different ways. 

c. For example: 
i. If you are learning diabetes medications, you make one card with the name of each 

medication - you then “play a game” where you arrange them in groups by class, then by 
side effect, then by contraindications etc.  

ii. You can print out the names on a strip of paper to make it less time consuming to make 
 
#8) Don’t overlook tables/graphs 

a. Especially in medical school, I feel like they LOVE to test your knowledge based on graphs 
b. Make sure you take the time to understand what each graph is telling you; I usually try to 

summarize the graph in a few sentences and I make note of the shape of each line 
c. Could you redraw that graph if you had to based on your knowledge of the topic? If not, look at it 

again.  
 
#9) Taking breaks 

a. A lot of people ask me if I use the Pomodoro technique to space out my studying, but I hate using 
timers and having that much structure would stress me out. 

b. I honestly just listen to my body, if I notice that I am no longer retaining information or am 
having to read the same question 3 times to get it, then I take a break 

c. On average I would say I study for 30-45 minutes, take a break and then come back to it. 
d. My breaks are usually 15-30 min, depending on how tired I am - they can be one hour long on 

days where I started studying earlier in the day and am super exhausted. There really is no rule 
as long as you are staying accountable for the material you had to cover for the day. 

 
#10) Setting the Zen Mood: This is why I prefer to study at home whenever possible, though some of 
these you can also incorporate while studying at the library  

a. This may seem weird to some, but candles make me feel at peace so I always set up my space 
by lighting candles when I am about to study. 

b. I also make sure I have water near me and a clean work space. 
c. Lastly, I like to stretch (or go for a short walk) and take a few deep breaths before I start. 
d. Whatever makes you feel relaxed, DO IT! Having a regimen to let your body know its time to 

buckle down helps and honestly makes it enjoyable to study. 
 
#11) Discipline is a MUST for any of these to work.  



a. I know it is difficult, but DO NOT procrastinate and work hard from the first day of class so you 
can have more free time, sleep early and feel super ready by the time test day comes around 
because you worked at retaining information little by little. 

 
#12) You won’t become an expert studier overnight; be kind to yourself. 

a. Work to incorporate one thing at a time, so you don’t overwhelm yourself 
b. At the beginning you will be terrible at doing questions and you will be slow, trust me I used to be 

HORRIBLE. It may make you feel down initially, but try to keep at it and just know that you are 
working towards becoming better. With constant practice you will see progress and it will prepare 
you for standardized tests. 

c. Just know we all struggle initially, nobody is born a good studier. I believe in YOU.  
 
 


