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Candidates are always interested in exam taking strategies.  One can only take Part 6, the essay exam, after successfully completing Parts 1 through 5.  So, the question is asked, “Is it better to take all the parts at once, or not?”  There is no definitive answer.  A great deal depends on the individual’s comfort level with the material, the extent of their ability to thoroughly prepare for the upcoming sitting of the exam, ones endurance capacity for dealing well with a number of two hour tests back to back, and perhaps other factors.  There are a number of people who have successfully passed all five parts in one day and a half sitting.  This, however, is not common, and personally, I don’t advise it.

Two hours to cover one hundred multiple choice questions means that the candidate has to make a new decision every 72 seconds: read it, assess it, and select an option.  At least sixty of those responses have to be right or you fail.  As mentioned in previous columns, these questions are carefully honed by the members of the Examination Development Committee (EDC).  There is no “wiggle room” provided.  You either know the answer or you don’t.  Period.  Once upon a time it was sometimes possible to second guess the author of the question by looking for negatives in an otherwise positive set of options, or by identifying a more lengthily worded option, either of which could give the question away.  Such questions have long since been weeded out of the test banks by the EDC’s strategy of periodic total overhauls and regular reassignments of its members to review a different test part than the one they had previously been responsible for.  Therefore being sharp and on the mark every time is critical for the candidate to successfully pass each part of these tests.

Because of this, my personal recommendation is to begin by selecting three tests for preparatory study.  Choose two tests on one day and one for the second day.  Do not choose three all offered on the first day of the exams.  Choose first the test whose topic you are most comfortable with, then a second you have a so-so level of comfort with, and last one that you are even less (or not at all) comfortable with.  My theory here is that you will (hopefully) pass the exam of your first choice, getting it out of the way and feeling good about that achievement.  Perhaps too you will have the same success with your second choice.  That leaves choice number three, which you might surprise yourself by passing, or, if you do not, you have at least established a learning “plateau” from which to mount your campaign of study for the next sitting of the exams six months hence.  If this strategy is successful you will be faced at the next sitting with at best, two tests to prepare for, or at worst, three.  This is what I did years ago, and it worked for me.  And I didn’t end up being a total basket case at the end of the sitting, when I had to return to work and pick up those threads as if I’d just been “off” somewhere having fun.

In the end, the strategy is up to you, or, as Prince Orlofsky tells his Viennese dinner guests in Die Fledermaus: “Chacun `a son gout!”.              
Part 4, entitled "Records Appraisal, Retention, Protection, and Disposition" requires the candidate to demonstrate their knowledge of these basic elements of the discipline.
He or she should prepare for a wide range of questions on the principles and methods.  How does one appraise?  What resources are available to do it right?  What elements need to be captured on an inventory form?  What are retention schedules and how do they work?  What are the business, legal, fiscal and other reasons for establishing and maintaining such schedules?  These are just a  few of the things that will be covered on this test.    

In addition, Part 4 will give the candidate the opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge of vital records and disaster preparedness programs, selection methods, protection options, and techniques.  A familiarity with the principles of risk analysis and basic information security is also expected.   As mentioned in previous columns, the interested reader should acquire and carefully read the latest revision of the Institute's publication Preparing for the CRM Examination: A Handbook, available from the ARMA International bookstore. 
Next time: about Part 5.
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