
Mastering the Selective Schools
Test: Common Mistakes to Avoid

The selective schools test is one of the most competitive exams for students in

Year 5 and Year 6. With only the top 3.5% of students gaining admission to the top

10 selective schools, preparation can make all the difference. This blog

summarizes key insights from an educational webinar on common mistakes

students make when preparing for this crucial exam and provides actionable

strategies to enhance your chances of success.

1. Time Management: The Critical Success Factor

One of the biggest mistakes students make is spending too much time on initial questions,

leaving insufficient time for later ones. Effective time management is critical for success in

the selective schools test.

 Time Management Tips

Treat the selective schools test like any other trial test—don't give it special

treatment that might make you anxious

Monitor the 50% mark: At the halfway point of your allocated time, you should have

completed at least half the questions

Aim to be slightly ahead of schedule, having a few extra questions completed by

the halfway mark

Don't get stuck on difficult questions—mark an answer and move on, returning if

time permits

For top-performing students: aim to complete tests in about half the allocated

time to allow for thorough review

"You don't want to be in a position where you start freaking out in the middle of an exam

because you don't have enough time left."

2. Reading Questions Carefully: Avoid Hasty Mistakes

Misinterpreting questions due to hasty reading is a common error that costs students

valuable marks. Taking the time to fully understand what's being asked is essential.

 Key Takeaway:

Always read to the end of math questions—the final part often contains crucial

information about what you need to calculate.

In reading comprehension, don't rush to select the first answer option that seems correct.

Read through all options before making your choice, as there may be a more accurate

answer further down.

3. Effective Practice Test Utilization

Practice tests are your most valuable preparation tool, but many students fail to use them

effectively.

✏ Practice Test Strategy

Complete 2-3 full trial tests every week in the lead-up to the selective schools test

Thoroughly review questions you've answered incorrectly to understand your

mistakes

Identify patterns in your errors to target your weaknesses

Use practice tests to develop a realistic understanding of your strengths and

weaknesses

On the day of the exam, if you encounter a problem type you consistently struggle

with, consider skipping it rather than wasting time

4. Managing External Factors That Impact Performance

Your physical and mental state significantly affects your exam performance. Many students

overlook these crucial factors.

 Sleep Schedule

Aim to sleep by 9:00 PM in the weeks

leading up to the selective test. Wake up

around 6:00 AM to give your brain time

to fully activate before the exam.

 Physical Activity

Include at least 30 minutes of physical

exercise daily. Running is particularly

beneficial for building stamina and

improving brain function.

 Nutrition

Avoid processed foods and sugar,

especially in the two weeks before the

exam. These can cause energy crashes

during the test.

 Screen Time

Stop watching short-form videos (TikTok,

YouTube Shorts) as they destroy your

attention span and make it difficult to

focus during long exams.

"Your body and your mind are interconnected. You have to treat your body seriously if you

want your mind to perform at its best."

5. Writing Task Management

The writing component often trips up even strong students. Mismanaging this section can

significantly impact your overall score.

 Key Takeaway:

Answering the question correctly is more important than using fancy vocabulary. Read

the writing prompt at least 3-4 times before starting.

Writing prompts typically come with a three-part structure. Use these as a guide for your

body paragraphs, ensuring you address each component thoroughly. Many students with

excellent writing skills underperform because they fail to address all parts of the prompt.

It's also beneficial to memorize your past writing pieces so you can draw reference points if

similar topics appear in the exam.

6. Balanced Subject Preparation

A common preparation mistake is focusing too heavily on weaknesses while neglecting

strengths.

⚖ Balanced Preparation

Divide your time proportionately between all subjects

Weight your attention more toward weaknesses but don't neglect strengths

For top 10 selective schools: aim for at least 3 hours of daily study

For schools ranked 11-20: aim for at least 2 hours of daily study

Remember: "You're as strong as your weakest link" in the selective test

7. The Training Effect: Building Speed Through Volume

Many students underestimate the importance of question volume in building speed and

efficiency.

The "training effect" or "peaking effect" occurs when your brain becomes faster at

processing questions through repeated practice. For top-tier selective schools, successful

students often complete 200-300 individual questions daily in the lead-up to the exam.

"It's like a Formula 1 race—when you can speed on the straight line, you want to speed on

the straight line. Don't go at the same pace for every question."

Speed through questions you find easy, allowing more time for difficult ones and for

checking your work. Top-performing students can often complete tests in half the allotted

time, giving them multiple opportunities to review their answers.

8. Avoiding Comparison with Others

The social aspect of test preparation can be detrimental if not managed properly.

 Key Takeaway:

Focus on your own preparation journey. Avoid discussing your study habits with peers

who might not understand the level of commitment required for selective schools.

Remember that the selective schools test is highly competitive—only 3.5% of students will

get into top 10 schools. There's no shame in working hard or being a "try-hard" when your

goals require dedication.

Each night, ask yourself: "Have I worked hard enough today to warrant being in the top 3.5%

of students?" If the answer is no, adjust your study plan accordingly.

9. Using Challenging Materials

Standard bookstore materials are often insufficient for selective schools preparation.

Practice with materials that are more challenging than your current grade level. Consider

using Year 7, 8, or 9 materials instead of Year 5 or 6 materials for more rigorous preparation.

Spend significant time reviewing and understanding your mistakes from past practice tests.

This targeted improvement is more valuable than completing many tests without reflection.

10. Effective Study Techniques: The Pomodoro Method

Structuring your study sessions effectively can dramatically improve your productivity and

focus.

⏳ The Pomodoro Technique

Break your study time into 25-minute focused work periods (pomodoros)

Take a 5-minute break between each pomodoro

Start with 5 pomodoros per day, gradually increasing to 8 or more

List specific tasks for each pomodoro at the beginning of your day

Track your completed pomodoros to maintain accountability

This technique helps combat procrastination and ensures you're making efficient use of

your study time. It's especially useful for building the concentration stamina needed for the

3-hour selective schools test.

Consider "front-loading" your work in the morning (e.g., studying from 6:00 AM to 9:00 AM)

so you have the rest of the day to relax. This approach is particularly effective during holiday

periods.

Final Thoughts: The Right Mindset

For the next six to eight weeks leading up to the selective schools test, adopt the mindset

that this is the most important exam for the next six years of your academic career. This

focused determination will help you give your absolute best.

"The correct mindset to have right now is that the selective schools test is the most

important exam for the next six years."

While it's true that selective schools are not the end-all-be-all of education, approaching

the preparation with this level of seriousness will maximize your chances of success.

Remember that your dedication now can make the path forward much easier. Give it your

all, avoid the common mistakes outlined above, and trust in your preparation.

Key Takeaways Summary

✓ Manage your time wisely—aim to be ahead of schedule at the halfway mark

✓ Read questions thoroughly, especially the end of math questions

✓ Complete 2-3 full practice tests weekly and review your mistakes

✓ Prioritize sleep, exercise, and nutrition in the weeks before the exam

✓ Read writing prompts multiple times and address all parts

✓ Balance your preparation across all subjects

✓ Build speed through volume (aim for 200+ questions daily)

✓ Focus on your own journey, not comparisons with others

✓ Use challenging materials (above your grade level)

✓ Structure your study with the Pomodoro Technique

Essential strategies for students aiming for top selective schools
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