Tips for exam success; part A: prepared by North West Specialty Registrars, March 2009
Revision for part A can be considered in 4 phases

Phase 1: Knowledge Building

· Start preparation early- at least 5 months if possible, buy Mastering Public Health and get acquainted with the heathknowledge website. http://www.healthknowledge.org.uk/ 

· Form a study group- work with the other trainees sitting part A in your PCT (if any) and join the wider NW part A group. Make sure you attend the meetings. Whilst the group will be informal and supportive in nature, it is important to have some ground rules. We each may have an area of interest or strength and can contribute to the group learning so make sure you give to the group as well as take from it.
· Work consistently- you can take 1 day a week allocated purely to part a, but you also need to do extra.  In our PCT we came in early and did one hour of group work 3 days a week, which included an extra hour of preparation work alone. It is important that each member of the group prepares adequately and that each member of the group has something to contribute. Mix up the competencies, i.e. don’t spend 2 weeks covering all of sociology, revisiting topics regularly keeps them fresh in your mind.
· Be systematic- you should cover the whole syllabus. Think about how many competencies there are and when you want to have gone through the syllabus, then work out how many competencies need to be covered each week (remember to catch up if you go on holiday or miss a session). In our PCT we chose 3 competencies for each 1 hour morning session and whilst we prepared for all 3 we each took the lead in presenting one.
· Focus attention on areas of weakness – it’s easier to reassure yourself by focussing on areas of work you know well, but make sure you spend time on your weaker areas.

· Work alone- remember this is your exam! You need to identify your best ways of learning and which areas of the syllabus need to be your focus.

· Epidemiology and statistics- these are the back bone of this exam, if this is one of your weaknesses, this needs to be addressed early.

Phase 2:  past papers, build frameworks, identify gaps
· Start past paper questions early- make sure you leave at least 2 to sit down and do as a proper timed mock but starting early will identify your weaknesses in technique and knowledge gaps.

· Do questions together with your group and discuss answers- you can learn from each others strengths, ways of thinking and exam technique.
· Do the questions as you would in the exam- don’t write bullet points, you need to practice writing. Build frameworks for the exam, Ed Jessop is good for this. You should be adequately prepared to sit a mock exam at least 1 month before the exam. 
· Identify what are your weaknesses and your strong points- don’t go over things you already know, you are wasting precious time and only trying to make yourself feel better!

· Identify an academic to give you sessions on critical appraisal, teaching on technique as well as actually doing the critical appraisal. Familiarise yourself with the framework for critical appraisals
· Identify things that need to be learnt at the last minute- formulae etc and don’t worry about them until then.
Phase 3: Practice, practice, practice

· Do and redo any question you can get your hands on- if you get very fed up of writing, you can speak aloud the answers to the questions but still answer them as you would in the exam.
· Break away from the group- by this point your learning needs may be very different and you have no time to waste. Even if somebody kindly offers a revision session, if it is something you are comfortable with, don’t go and continue to work on your weaknesses.

· Take study leave- about 1 week is sufficient, however, if things haven’t quite turned out as planned, asking for a few days extra study leave will be better for your PCT than you having to spend a lot more time revising again if you fail.

· In the last week do what you want- some people cram, some people relax, we are all individuals and what we need to do to be successful is very different, just recognise what you need to do for yourself.
Phase 4: Exam technique

· Good exam technique will not replace gaps in knowledge but it is essential to give yourself the best chance of passing
· Can the question be read quickly and key points easily picked up? I.e. can your answer be skim read – structured with key headings and some bullet points

· Please check that your handwriting can be read – think about the examiner, make it easy for them to give you marks. 

· Plan out how you intend to answer the question and leave that in you exam in case you run out of time. Also means you won’t sacrifice breadth of knowledge by focussing too much on details of a point.

· Take particular care if you are answering a topic you are familiar with. It’s tempting to spend longer on a detailed response to that question at the expense of other questions

· Allocate timings at the beginning of the exam for each question and keep to it. If you veer from it make sure you adjust the times for the remaining questions and only do this if you absolutely have to. You only have a fixed amount of time to answer all the questions, spending longer on one question is at the expense of time on other questions.

· Keep an eye on the clock

· Answer all the questions

· Get a good night’s sleep and eat breakfast!

