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Test-Taking Strategies 

Tips for taking multiple-choice exams  

• Multiple choice  questions (MCQs) are very common format for assessing learning. They 
consist of a stem and four to five answer options. Typically, one option is the best 
answer and others are distractors.   
 

• Multiple questions might include “all of the above” or “none of the above” options or a 
complex option (e.g., correct option is “d,” which includes “b” and “c” as correct). 
 

• A very common format of MCQs in health professions is a clinical case or vignette 
presented in a stem and followed by a question. Except in classes, medical students will 
have these types of questions on NBME and USLME exams.  Stems can be written as a 
negative statement:  “Which of the following is not correct,” or “all of the following is 
correct except…?”  Make sure to read these negative types of statements correctly.  
 

• Read each question carefully regardless of what type of question it is!  In examples 
where a clinical case is presented followed by a question, read the question first.  This 
will help you focus while reading a stem (similar to the active studying approach!)  
 

• See more useful tips on how to approach test questions. 
 

Time-using strategies 

• Before you start answering questions, check how many questions are on an exam, and 
how much time you will have for each question.  
 

• Set up a schedule of your progress (e.g. half of an exam, or each quarter) and check the 
time at these points to see if you are close where you want to be. Don’t check time too 
often because it will affect your concentration, and you will lose time by checking it 
frequently.   
 

• If a question is too difficult and you cannot answer it quickly, don’t spend too much 
time on that question. You want to have enough time for questions that you know how 
to answer. As you are progressing on a test, you may find information to help you 
answer questions that you did not know how to answer. 
 

• Always guess if only correct answers are scored, and there is no penalty for guessing. 
 

• If you are guessing, make sure to mark questions in a consistent way, so you can 
quickly find these questions later and correct them.  For example, you can mark 
questions that you were clueless about differently than those that you answered by 
making an educated guess.  

  

http://www.unco.edu/biology/students/testtaking.html
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Reading a stem and question’s alternatives 

• As you read a stem try to find key information that will help you to answer a question. 
Don’t let unimportant details in a stem mislead you to a wrong answer.  
 

• If you have a clinical case in a stem of your question, think about it as you are examining 
a patient.  Ask yourself the following questions: 

o What information do you have, and in which order?   
o Who is a patient (gender, age)?  
o What are the main symptoms, physical exam’s findings, lab or X-ray?  
o How are you going to make a differential diagnosis? 
o How serious a condition is? Is it acute or chronic? 
o What does a question ask you to do next? 

 
• Don’t “add” to a question as you think it should be asked.  Also, don’t “add” to 

alternatives that are offered. Use only information from the question that is provided to 
you.  
 

• Don’t select the best answer right away.  Use deductive reasoning strategy to 
eliminate options; start with the least likely to be correct.  Look at three choices first 
instead of five and eliminate the least likely among the three options. Usually, you will 
get to two closest options. Compare how these two options are different, and which of 
these two will be the best answer. 
 

• Look for words that would change the meaning of the questions if deleted or stated as 
an opposite (later/ early, gain/loss etc.). 
 

• If you have to guess, avoid answers that you never heard of.  
 
Cue-using strategies 
 

• When you don’t know an answer, and you need to guess, cue-using strategies might 
help you to select the best answer.  
 

• The longest option is usually correct because test constructors put the most 
information in that option.  
 

• Options that include specific determiners or absolutes are usually incorrect: 
“always”, “must”, “necessarily”, “never”, “not at all”, “only” “without exception”. 

 
• Examples of specific determiners in options that are probably true: “can,” “may,” 

“often,” “frequently,” ”generally,” “necessarily,” “ordinarily,” “possibly,” “some,”  “usually”, 
etc.  
 

• The correct option is usually placed in the middle position among other options. 
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• If options include values and the numbers that are extreme, most likely a middle value 
will be a correct answer.  
 

• Eliminate an option that is inconsistent with a stem. (an example) 
 
The capitol city of state of Alabama is  
a) Birmingham  
b) Mobile 
c) Illinois*  
d) Montgomery  

 
• All of the above is frequently correct option. Check the other options by answering true 

or false. (an example) 
 
Behavioral therapies are used for treatment of   
a) Phobias 
b) Addictions   
c) Maladaptive habits  
d) All of the above*  

 
• None of the above is usually an incorrect option. 

 
• Select an option that agrees grammatically with a question. Pay attention if a stem 

ends with a, or an, plural, or singular. (an example) 
 
An emotional bond that one person forms with another person is called an: 
a) Synchrony 
b) Attachment*  
c) The Strange situation 
d) Base for exploration 
e) None of the above 

• A stem and a question can include a repetitive statement, word or synonym that can 
help you to select the best answer.  

 
In somatoform disorders, patients use which of the following defense mechanism  
a) denial 
b) dissociation 
c) displacement 
d) somatization*  
 

• Convergence strategy (the option that is in some way related to other options). The 
correct answer includes the most elements in common with other options.  

 
      According to Freudian theory of mind, which part is responsible for aggressive behavior? 

a) The id, ego, and superego 
b) The id* 
c) The id and the ego  
d) The id and the superego  
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• If two options imply correctness of each other, select neither or both options.  
(an example) 
 
The square root of 36 is 
a) 4 
b) 8/2 
c) 6* 
d) 2 

a and b are the same and both cannot be correct. 

• If one option is correct and would imply incorrectness of the other, select neither or 
one of two options. 
 
Adding number of items to a test will  
a) increase test’s reliability  
b) decrease test’s reliability  
c) decrease cost of test administration  
d) increase performance on a test  

 
After elimination of c and d as incorrect, one of the opposite statements will be selected 
or in another example, both opposite statements need to be eliminated.  

• Most common cue-strategies are described as test-taking skills or test-wiseness in a 
following article with examples of questions in the appendix (p. 6). 

Mahamed A, Gregory PA, Austin Z. (2006). “Testwiseness” among international 
pharmacy graduates and Canadian senior pharmacy students. American Journal of 
Pharmaceutical  Education, 70(6), 131.  

• Test-wiseness was defined as a test-taker capacity to utilize test characteristics’ to 
improve their test score (Millman et al., 1965). 

• Test wiseness strategies are also described on examples in the NBME Item Writing 
Manual: Constructing Written Test Questions for the Basic and Clinical Science (3rd 
ed.). Technical Items Flaw (pp. 9-27): “grammatical cues, logical cues, absolute terms, 
long correct answer, word repeats, convergence strategy” (p. 26), and followed with 
examples of questions.   

• National Board of Medical Examiners web-site  
  

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1803693/pdf/ajpe131.pdf
http://www.nbme.org/publications/item-writing-manual-download.html
http://www.nbme.org/


5 
 

Test question analysis  

Why the question was missed? 

1. Did you misread the question? (For example, you did not read “Except” in the questions, 
read too quickly and misread key words.)  

2. Did you misinterpret the question? (adding information to a question when you were thinking 
about an answer.) 

3. Did you have an adequate knowledge for the question, but you gave up too quickly? 

4. What type of knowledge the question asked? (factual, application, analysis) What do you 
need to do differently to answer a similar type of questions in the future?   

5. Did you miss terminology that could help you to answer the question?  

6. Did you use a method of elimination? 

7. Did unimportant details in a stem lead you to a wrong answer? 

8. If you used guessing, what strategies did you apply?  
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