
The Theory Test

Before you can book a practical driving test you must first pass the Theory Test.

The Theory Test is taken in Belfast. The test is computer based and is in two parts, firstly
fifty multiple choice questions, followed by a Hazard Perception test.

You must reach the pass mark in both tests to gain a pass certificate. The pass certificate
you’re awarded is valid for two years.

To prepare for the multiple choice test there are dozens of books and CD ROMs available,
but as they all take their basic information from the Highway Code—which costs a fraction
of most of these other products—I’d suggest the Highway Code is really all you’ll need.

When reading the Highway Code note that the paragraphs are numbered but don’t neces-
sarily follow-on from one-another in terms of subject – paragraph 10, for example, might
not relate to either 9 or 11. So it pays to read each paragraph individually, and to read
each paragraph two or three times, highlighting points you feel will be worth looking at
again, as revision, just before you sit the exam.

In the Highway Code, pay particular attention to the section on signs and road markings,
as approximately one-third of the questions in your exam will relate to it. Finally, pupils
ask if it’s really necessary to read the entire Highway Code… Yep, cover-to-cover!

When you’ve thoroughly read the HighwayCode it’s time to try some practice tests. Again,
you can buy any amount of media for this, or, alternatively, find tests online.

Pupils who fail the exam on the multiple choice questions usually simply didn’t prepare
well enough, maybe falling for what friends have told them, that it’s easy, all just common
sense. Well it isn’t. Knowing that you can’t drink and drive is common sense, knowing
the legal definition—the blood alcohol limits—requires study.

The Hazard Perception test begins after you’ve completed the multiple-choice questions.

The HP test comprises of 14 one-minute video clips, filmed from the perspective of a
moving car that encounters (surprise, surprise) hazards! The clips are shown with ten
seconds between them. You can’t slowdown or stop the video you’re viewing or delay
the start of the next clip.

You’re shown 14 clips but there are 15 hazards for you to spot. You’ve got it…one clip in
the series you’re shown contains two hazards. Sneaky, eh?

You don’t have to move a cursor to point to the hazard—just press the (mouse) button.

The clip continues to roll after you’ve pressed the mouse, even when you’ve correctly
identified the hazard.

Each hazard has a scoring window of a few seconds. So, when the clip first shows a
person, for example, running across the road for a bus, the clock starts ticking. If you
react quickly you can score up to 5 points, but, as the clock ticks down, the number of
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points diminishes. Now then, this is the awkward bit! It seems that sometimes it’s possible
to see a hazard, and correctly press the mouse, before the scoring window begins. So,
when you first see what you think is a potential hazard press the mouse, but if it then
develops into something more serious press the mouse again! Don’t worry, you can press
the mouse more than once during a clip—in fact I would recommend it! As long as you’ve
correctly identified the hazard you’ll score points, even if you’ve pressed the mouse a few
times (say, up to four or five). But if you stab at the mouse like it’s a PlayStation game,
then you’ll score zero points (and a message comes up on the screen to tell you you’re
cheating!).

As I’ve already said, each hazard has a maximum score of 5 points. So 15 hazards, that’s
75 points max.

So, what are they looking for? As in real life, you will be constantly bombarded with things
you need to watch-out for—hazards – that might force you to change course (your speed
or direction). So, there are moving hazards (that person running for a bus) and there are
static hazards (the sign warning you of a sharp bend). If there’s a chance that in real life
you’d have to slowdown for, or steer around, whatever you’re seeing on the screen—
don’t be shy—PRESS THAT MOUSE!

Finally, remember what the test is called: Hazard Perception: NOT Hazard Recognition.
By the time the hazard’s fully developed, and the car you’re viewing the action from starts
to brake, you’re probably too late—so look for clues.
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