Strategies for taking Multiple Choice Tests

Multiple choice questions usually include a phrase or stem
followed by three to five options (an incomplete statement or a question is called the "stem": 

Test strategies:
· Read the directions carefully
Know if each question has one or more correct answers (the instructions for the test will tell you this.)
Know if you are penalized for guessing – some tests actually take a point for a wrong answer to discourage guessing!
Know how much time is allowed - this governs your strategy (a general guide is to use the 3-Pass method described below if you have 2 minutes per question – depending on how quickly you can read and understand the questions.) 

· YOU CAN WRITE ON YOUR TEST UNLESS YOU ARE TOLD NOT TO! Use this fact to your advantage.

· The 1st Pass - Preview the test 
Read through the test quickly and answer the easiest questions (the ones you know the answer to) – absolutely no guessing yet!!

Mark those you know by boldly crossing out the question number. Don’t forget to bubble the correct answer on your answer sheet, of course.

Mark those you think you know by boldly circling the number of the question and crossing out obviously incorrect answers. Remember, no guessing yet!

· The 2nd Pass – Read through the test a second time and answer the more difficult questions - still no guessing!
You may have picked up clues for answers from the first reading, or become more comfortable in the testing situation – many times just answering a few questions will help you relax.  

If you are like most people, a few questions you are just not going to know the answer to, so mark those with a big, bold “??” (double question mark) in the left margin next to the question number. 

· The 3rd Pass – Now it is time for the few “wild guesses” – if you did your job as a student, you should only be left with a few of these. Don’t leave any questions unanswered unless there is a penalty for guessing.

If time allows, review all questions and answers because it is possible you mis-read questions the first time 

Don’t make any changes unless you are certain of your new choice. 
 

Answering options – The highest scores on tests are the result of KNOWING the material. But sometimes the language of the questions and answers is tricky or confusing, and you might not KNOW everything.  You can improve your odds of getting an item correct by thinking critically about the question and answer choices as follows:


Reading the questions:
Cover the options, read the stem, and try to answer
Select the option that most closely matches your answer

Read the stem with each option
Treat each option as a true-false question, and choose the "most true"

Strategies to answer difficult questions:
· Eliminate options you know to be incorrect
If allowed, mark words or alternatives in questions that eliminate the option 

· Give each option of a question the "true-false test:"
This may reduce your selection to the best answer 

· Question options that grammatically don't fit with the stem 

· Question options that are totally unfamiliar to you 

· Question options that contain negative or absolute words.
Try substituting a qualified term for the absolute one, like frequently for always; or typical for every to see if you can eliminate it 

· "All of the above:"
If you know two of three options seem correct, "all of the above" is a strong possibility 

· Number answers:
toss out the high and low and consider the middle range numbers 

· "Look alike options" - 
probably one is correct; choose the best but eliminate choices that mean basically the same thing, and thus cancel each other out 

· Double negatives:
Create the equivalent positive statement and consider 

· Echo options:
If two options are opposite each other, chances are one of them is correct 

· Favor options that contain qualifiers
The result is longer, more inclusive items that better fill the role of the answer 

· If two alternatives seem correct,
compare them for differences, 
then refer to the stem to find your best answer 

Guessing:
· Always guess when there is no penalty
for guessing or you can eliminate options 

· Don't guess if you are penalized for guessing
Your odds are only 1 in 4 for guessing, so it should be a last resort

· Use hints from questions you know
to answer questions you do not. 

· Change your first answers
only when you are sure of the correction, or other cues in the test cue you to change. 

Remember that you are looking for the best answer,

· not only a correct one, and not one which must be true all of the time, in all cases, and without exception.

Right after the test:

· Reflect realistically on your performance – take a good, honest look at how you feel you did right this moment and consider a plan of action for the next test (there will always be another one!)

· Try to remember or jot down concepts you found confusing so you can ask about them in class. Don’t try to remember the exact question – that is not important.

The final word – tests are about much more that just grades:  They are an important  tool for measuring progress.







Every test gives the successful student another indication of how well their plan is working.  Successful students monitor their progress and adjust their plans so that they can improve.  And they celebrate their improvements, because it FEELS GOOD TO SUCCEED!
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