
 
Quiz Yourself:  

Mastering the Science of Learning 
 

Based on “How Good Are you at Teaching the Art of Learning” by Benedict Carey, author of How We 
Learn: The Surprising Truth about When, Where, and Why It Happens, and “How Does the Brain Learn Best? 
Smart Studying Strategies” by Ingfei Chen.  Adapted for first-year undergraduates by Mary-Catherine 
Harrison, Director of the Academic Exploration Program, University of Detroit Mercy. 
 
1) You have been assigned to write an essay on “How Neurons Communicate,”  
based on reading a book chapter, but you can’t concentrate.  You try to focus, but your 
brain won’t stop wandering.  What should you do, if you get stuck? 
 

A. Tough it out, nobody said this was easy. 
B. Get out of the house, and take the book with you: to the coffee shop, the park, the 
library. Put on some music. Have at it. 
C. Eliminate all distractions from your work space. Concentrate. 
D. Quit for now, and come back to it later. 

 
ANSWER: B. There’s a large body of research showing that changing “context” while you’re learning — and 
this includes location, time of day, mood, environment, even background music — deepens learning. It also allows 
you to put your restlessness to good use. 
 
2) You have a Spanish test one week from today, and your teacher recommended that you 
allot four hours to study. How best can you use that time? 

 
A. Put in one concentrated, four-hour study session three days before the test. 
B. Stay up late, cramming, the night before the exam so the material is fresh. 
C. Study one hour a night for four consecutive nights in the coming week. 
D. Do two hours tonight and two tomorrow night. 

 
ANSWER: D. Distributing or “spacing” study time can double the amount of material we retain. For a test in 
a week, the ideal schedule is: tonight and tomorrow, or tonight and the day after tomorrow. To maximize results, 
test yourself on the material the day before the test. 
 
3) You have been working hard for an hour, but you are stuck on a problem set. You want 
to take a break and jump on your computer. You should: 
 

A. Push on, until a breakthrough occurs. 
B. Call a friend for help. 
C. Take that break. 
D. Sit there worrying that you just aren’t cut out for this college thing. 

 
ANSWER: C. A little dose of distraction — 15 to 20 minutes, scrolling through Facebook or going for a run 
— actually helps us re-engage problems in a new way. It also increases the likelihood, by about 20 percent, that 
you will find a solution to the problem you are working on.  Facebook is fine, but the BEST breaks are ones that 
get your body moving and give your mind a break.  Another proven strategy—take a 20 minute power nap! 
 
 



4) You have an important class presentation to make in the coming days, and you need to 
memorize some material by heart. How much time should you spend studying and how 
much time practicing from memory? 
 

A. A third of the time reading, two-thirds practicing from memory. 
B. 90 percent studying the text — and 10 percent practicing from memory at the end. 
C. 50 percent reading, 50 percent practicing. 
D. Just read it a few times and sleep on it. 

 
ANSWER: A. Research shows that “self-testing” — i.e., performing as practice — is much more effective than 
re-reading the text, by a ratio of about 2 to 1.  Quiz yourself on new material by reciting it aloud from memory or 
trying to tell a friend about it—this is a far more powerful way to master information than just re-reading it. 
 
5) Quizzing yourself on a book or concept that you haven’t started going over in class is: 
 

A. A waste of time. 
B. A cruel, dirty trick. 
C. A pandering gimmick. 
D. By far the best way to become familiar with the project. 

 
ANSWER: D. New research suggests that “pre-testing” — testing yourself on material before you’ve even studied 
it — tunes the brain for subsequent learning. The process of guessing at answers forces you to mentally bookmark 
material and concepts in a way that increases the likelihood you’ll recognize — and remember — them later. 
 
6) You’re exhausted, but you have a big test tomorrow.  Should you: 
 

A. Go to sleep—you either know it or you don’t.  
B. Stay up late to cram in all the study hours you can. 
C. Blow off some steam—go out drinking with your buddies. 

 
ANSWER: A. Research shows that giving up sleep for study time actually results in doing more poorly on a test, 
quiz, or homework.  Moreover, reduced sleep can have detrimental learning effects for days after you stay up late.  
As for option C, it is a surefire way to diminish your academic performance! 
 
7)  Your professor has assigned a research article that you just don’t understand.  Should 
you: 

 
A. Slow down, take a deep breath, and read one sentence at a time to figure it out. 
B.  Read it through quickly a few times, put it down and take some notes about what you 
did and did not understand.  Then return to it later that day or the next day to read again. 
C.  Berate yourself.  How could you be so stupid? 

 
ANSWER: B. Although we might think that the best way to understand something is to force ourselves to think 
HARDER, this isn’t how the brain works.  Reading through the article quickly a few times will give you a gist of 
what it is about.  Writing about what you read is a proven strategy to aid comprehension and memory. And 
“spacing” your learning—coming back to it later after some time has passed—will allow you to comprehend the 
material much more efficiently than a marathon session.  As for berating yourself, keep in mind that even experts 
in the field often do not understand a scholarly article on the first read! 
 
 



8)  You are supposed to write a research paper based on ten sources.  How should you 
proceed?  
 

A. Read all ten sources, come up with your argument, and then sit down at the computer 
and start writing. 
B.  Procrastinate until the last night, panic, and then write the paper in a marathon 
session. 
C. Begin to write soon after you get the assignment, even if you haven’t read any or all of 
the sources and even if you don’t really know what your paper will say. 

  
ANSWER: C. Beginning to write early in the process is an extremely effective way to pick up knowledge.  In 
effect, you are testing yourself on how much you know and you are trying to write it clearly, a form of teaching the 
material.  These are two very effective study techniques.  By beginning to write before you have all the answers, you 
will also get a better sense of what you know and what you don’t know—this will make your research much more 
efficient because you know what questions and answers you are looking for.   
 
9)  Your professor is talking at top speed.  What is the best way to take notes so that you 
will understand and retain the information? 
 

A. Try to write down everything she says so you can remember it later. 
B. Get out your laptop—you can type faster than you can write. 
C. Jot down major concepts and keywords but don’t try to write everything word for 
word.  Later that day free-write about the ideas you remember from class and your 
reading. 
 

ANSWER: C. Research suggests that you should leave the laptop at home.  Not only is the internet a natural 
distraction, but we actually remember less when we type than when we write by hand.  As for what to write, don’t 
try to transcribe the lecture—the result is that you will understand and remember less.  Instead, focus on 
understanding your professor during class and write down major concepts and keywords that you can use to test 
yourself later.  Also jot down questions and things you don’t understand—this will help you remember what to ask 
during office hours! 
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