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Cramming and Test Performance: An Investigation into 
the Efficacy of A Common College Practice 
 
Kent Van Note1 
Department of Psychology, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota 
 
Cramming refers to the practice of intense study in close temporal proximity to an impending exam, and is an 
often-utilized study method in today’s fast-paced world.  In the present study, researchers investigated the efficacy 
of cramming.  In a quasi-experiment, one group of students crammed by studying immediately before a test of 
symbol recall, while another group of students performed a cognitive task between studying and their test.  
Analysis of test scores showed that there was no significant difference between cramming and non-cramming test-
preparation techniques.   This research might be useful to students attempting to justify cramming, or to teachers 
attempting to find new methods of test preparation. 
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The lives of Americans are amongst the most hectic in 
the world (Levine & Norenzayan, 1999). Therefore, any time 
saved can potentially help relieve the stress of a busy lifestyle. 
One might wonder, however, whether efforts to save time 
impact the performance of one’s daily tasks and charges.   

One time-saving practice is “cramming.” Cramming 
refers to the practice where a student studies the material of an 
impending examination starting at some period preceding the 
exam, and stops studying at a time very close to the beginning 
of the exam, in many cases as the test materials are handed out. 
One of the few surveys done on the subject indicates that many 
students view cramming favorably (Sommer, 1968). 
Additionally, there are self-report data that indicate that 
students who engage in cramming often have high grade point 
averages, and believe that they perform as well or better than 
their non-cramming counterparts (Vascha & McBride, 1993).  
 Creating further support for cramming is an 
experiment conducted by Barrouilet, Bernardin, and Camos 
(2004) investigating memory span. The researchers concluded 
that short-term memory decays as a function of time if 
rehearsal is not permitted. Based on this work, one might 
expect that if students are relying on short-term memory for the 
test,  less time allowed to lapse between the last look at study 
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materials and the first look at the test bodes well for the 
performance of the subject. In a similar study, Norris, 
Baddeley, and Page (2004) found that irrelevant sound during a 
five-minute interim between studying and testing had a 
deleterious consequence on performance. Clearly, results of 
this nature lend support to cramming, because cramming 
minimizes the time during which one can be distracted. 
 Finally, in one of the few experiments performed 
directly on the subject of cramming, Pease (1930) arranged for 
a college class to be divided into two groups; one that received 
notice of an impending exam, and who therefore had the 
opportunity to cram, and a second group that did not. From the 
results of this experiment, he concluded that not only did 
cramming lead to high test performance, but he also found that 
cramming contributed to better long-term retention.   
 Unfortunately, there are two major shortcomings in 
much of the preceding research.  First, as previously stated, 
there have been few attempts at experimentally controlling 
cramming behavior specifically; generally researchers have 
focused on attitudes toward cramming or studied cramming 
only as it applied to concepts related to cramming, such as 
short-term memory. The second historical shortcoming is that 
much of the research collected on the subject of cramming is 
outdated. There is the distinct possibility that analysis of results 
collected from a sample of today might look very different 
from that collected by Pease in 1930.  
 In the present study, we sought to correct both of the 
aforementioned deficiencies. Using a quasi-experimental 
design, we presented two groups of modern, college-age 
participants with a collection of paired symbols, to whose 
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pairings they could not have had previous exposure. We then 
allowed one group to study the materials until moments before 
they were handed test materials on the symbols, while the other 
group was forced to engage in a cognitive task for 2 minutes 
preceding their test. Because of the previous research, we 
hypothesized that the group that was allowed to cram would 
perform better on the test of symbol memory than the non-
cramming group.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 The participants for this experiment were students 
from two laboratory sections of a Research Methods class at a 
major, American mid-western university during the Fall, 2008 
semester. Experimenters divided two sections of the class into a 
cramming group and a non-cramming group using the pre-
existing sections as the groups. 
 Sixteen students (4 male, 12 female) were in the 
cramming group, and 19 (7 male, 12 female) were in the non-
cramming group. The ages of cramming participants ranged 
from 19 to 23, with an average age of 20.6. The ages of non-
cramming group participants ranged from 19 to 24 with an 
average age of 21.0. None of the student participants were 
directly compensated, although participation in this experiment 
was an in-class activity.   
 
Materials 
 Participants in both the experimental and control 
groups first received a “study sheet” created by one member of 
our research group. On this sheet, 15 symbols selected from 
the “Symbol” font of Microsoft Word 2007 were paired with 
15 letters of the English alphabet (see Appendix A). It should 
be noted that the symbols were not paired with the letter whose 
keystroke would normally yield that symbol. To better explain, 
in the font used, hitting the “A” key yields “α.” Therefore, on 
the study sheet, any character other than “α” could have 
symbolized “A”. We did this to prevent prior participant 
knowledge from impacting this study.   
 Both groups also received a “test sheet” similar in 
format to the study sheet. At the top of each test sheet, 
participants were asked to record their age and sex. In the body 
of the test sheet, subjects were presented with the same fifteen 
symbols from the study sheet, randomly reordered, followed by 
a line. Next to each symbol, participants were asked to write in 
the corresponding letter from the study sheet. On this test, 
more correct pairings represented better performance.   
 Additionally, participants in both groups received a 
sheet of two mazes. Experimenters asked participants in the 
non-cramming group to complete these mazes during the five-
minute interim between their study time and their test, and 
participants in the cramming group to complete them after their 
test.  
 Experimenters used a Sanyo M310 cellular phone with 
a “stopwatch” feature to measure all time intervals. The use of 
an accurate digital timepiece was of great importance because a 

precisely measured five-minute interval was the manipulation 
of the independent variable in this quasi-experiment.  
 
Procedure 
 Prior to the day of the study, the experimenters 
determined which laboratory section would be the cramming 
group and which would be the non-cramming group using a 
coin toss.  Then, on the day of the study, once all participants 
entered their respective research methods classes, an 
experimenter read the informed consent form.   
 Once consent was granted, the cramming group 
received their study sheets. After five minutes, experimenters 
collected the study sheets, and immediately distributed the test 
sheets.  After a period of five more minutes, experimenters 
collected the test sheets, and distributed the maze sheets. The 
cramming group received these maze packets in the interest of 
keeping both groups on approximately the same time schedule.  
 In the other classroom, the non-cramming group also 
received their study sheets. After five minutes of studying, 
experimenters collected the study sheets and distributed maze 
packets.  During this time, experimenters attempted to ensure 
that participants were completing mazes, and therefore not 
rehearsing symbol pairs. Specifically, experimenters looked for 
participants whose writing implements were not moving on the 
maze sheets. After two minutes of participants completing 
mazes, experimenters collected the maze sheets and distributed 
test sheets.  Five minutes later, experimenters collected the test 
sheets.   
 After completing this process, the experimenters 
provided background information and read the debriefing 
procedure to each group. After answering any questions, 
participants were allowed to return to their normal class work. 
 

RESULTS 
 

After gathering data, the researchers conducted an 
independent samples t-test to compare the mean recall scores of 
participants who crammed and those who did not. There was 
no significant difference between mean recall scores for the 
cramming group (M = 13.36, SD = 2.91) and non-cramming 
group (M = 13.31, SD = 2.75; t(33) = -.058, p > .95).   
 

DISCUSSION 
 

The results of this experiment fail to support the 
researcher's hypothesis that the cramming group would 
perform better on the test of symbol-memory. Additionally, 
these findings conflict with the work of Pease (1930), and the 
work of Norris, Baddeley, and Page (2004), both of which 
found that cramming improved performance. The present study 
does however support the beliefs uncovered by Vascha and 
McBride (1993), in that cramming students in this study did 
perform as well as their non-cramming counterparts. 
 Considering the findings of this study, one should note 
that though crammers did not perform significantly better than 
non-crammers, they also did not perform worse. One possible 
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explanation for these results is that there is actually no 
difference in test performance between crammers and non-
crammers.   
 An alternate explanation for these results is that 
researchers experienced a “ceiling effect.” That is, the test of 
symbol memory might have been too easy. The combined 
average score for both groups exceeded 13.4 of 15 possible 
points; clearly this is a high average. In the experiment 
conducted by Pease (1930), which did find a difference 
between groups, the collective average score on the test given 
to participants was lower than 75% correct. Perhaps, if there 
was a ceiling effect in the present experiment, this could 
account for the difference between the study of Pease (1930) 
and the present study.   
 In addition to failing to support the work of Pease 
(1930), the present study also does not support the work of 
Norris, Baddeley, and Page (2004). This might be due to 
researchers in this past study using music as a distracter during 
studying, whereas the present study used a cognitive task (e.g., 
mazes). It is possible that listening to music presents a greater 
distraction than filling in labyrinthine paths.   
 Furthermore, while failing to support previous 
research, the present study also has several deficiencies that 
future research could strive to correct. First, because students 
were allowed to self-select their lab sections, and these pre-
existing, self-selected groups were used as quasi-experimental 
groups rather than researchers randomly assigning participants, 
the present study contains a potential confound. Secondly, 
because the ages of participants in the present study only varied 
by five years (19-24), this study has limited external validity. It 
is possible that either at younger or older ages, cramming could 
become a better or worse study method. Additionally, if 
cramming has a small effect size, it is likely that the present 
sample size would not have been large enough to detect it.   
 Another potential criticism of the present research is 
that it failed to address the entire cramming phenomena. To 
many people, cramming necessarily means a last-minute 
attempt to study as much material as possible in a shortened 
amount of time immediately preceding an exam. The present 
study examined the way in which studying in close temporal 
proximity to an exam impacted results, but did not investigate 
how diminished study time would impact test results. For this 
reason, many might argue that this study did not really get at 
the essence of cramming.   
 Additionally, because this study only used a rote 
memorization exercise to examine test performance, some 
might argue that it has limited external validity. Though this is 
certainly valid, one should also remember that even in college 
level courses, many exams faced by students are merely tests of 
how much one can retain for 50 minutes.  
 Clearly, future research should first aim to correct the 
methodological failings of the present study. Specifically, 
future researchers should randomly assign a greater number of 
participants of various ages. Also, future researchers should 
attempt to use a more challenging measure of memory, and 
might consider playing music during the two-minute interim, 

rather than having participants engage in a cognitive task. 
Additionally, researchers could randomly assign amounts of 
study, such that the entire phenomena of cramming could be 
investigated.  

Ultimately, from the present study, one can conclude 
that studying by cramming is neither better nor worse than 
using a non-cramming study method. From a practical stance, 
though long-term test preparation is likely preferable, the 
present study supports the view that cramming is certainly 
neither advantageous, nor disadvantageous. In a nation with a 
pace of life like America's, and in a world whose baseline pace 
of life is ever increasing, finding support for any time-saving 
practice is certainly welcome. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Symbol 
  

Letter 

∆ A 
Θ B 
Π C 
Σ D 
Φ E 
Ψ F 
Ω G 
έ H 
ζ I 
γ J 
λ K 
µ L 
€ M 
$ N 
¥ O 
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