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Tips on Multiple-Choice & Essay Questions

The goal of all test questions is to discover how much you know about a subject; however, there are different ways of finding that out.  Objective multiple-choice items test your ability to recall, compare, and contrast information.  Subjective essay (or short-answer) questions also require you to do this but, in addition, test your critical thinking skills.  The following strategies may improve your success in answering both types of questions.  For more information on writing exams, see the Kwantlen handout “Test-Taking Tips”.

Strategies for Multiple-Choice Questions

Because students must recall facts quickly and clearly and because there is a definite right answer, some students find multiple-choice questions more intimidating than essay questions.  These tips may help you to de-mystify them.

1. Do multiple-choice items first if the exam has several types of questions.  The information contained in them may help you later with other parts of the test.

2. Read the directions carefully and read each question thoroughly.  Pay special attention to qualifiers such as only, except, always, all.  Watch out for negative words in the question -- you may have been asked to select an option that is not true.

3. Make sure you read every word of every answer.  There may be some answers that are correct except for a single word.

4. If you have to put your answers on a separate sheet, make sure you put your answers in the right place and check periodically that you have not missed a line.

5. Answer questions in the order they are given.  With 50 or 100 questions, there is no time to assess which questions are easiest.

6. When you read a question, try to first answer it in your head.  Read the options carefully and eliminate the ones you know are incorrect.  Then, select your answer from the remaining options.

7. If you don’t know the answer to a question, don’t get stuck on it.  Make a mark beside it and go on.  Come back to it later and make a guess, if you are not penalized for wrong answers.

8. Finally, don’t be superstitious about patterns!  Don’t worry if you’ve chosen a lot of “C” options.  

Suggestions for Guessing on Multiple-Choice Questions (only use these if you’re truly stumped!)

1. Eliminate alternatives that aren’t grammatically correct when the sentence is completed.

2. If two alternatives have similar qualities or similar wording, choose one.

3. If the options are numbers, choose one in the middle range.

4. Eliminate alternatives that have absolute answers (always, never, only, etc.).

5. Don’t waste time changing answers. Leave them alone unless you’re sure you’ve made a mistake.

Strategies for Essay Questions

1. The following words are commonly found in essay questions. Understanding them is essential to your success.  Memorize and understand these words.  Consult your dictionary for more detailed definitions. 

Analyze: Break into separate parts and discuss, examine, or interpret each part. 

Compare: Identify similarities and differences, especially similarities.

Contrast: Show differences. Set in opposition. 

Criticize: Make judgements. Evaluate comparative worth.

Define: Give the meaning, usually specific to the course of subject, and usually briefly. 

Describe: Give a detailed account.  List characteristics, qualities and parts. 

Discuss: Consider and debate the pros and cons of an issue.  Compare and contrast. 

Enumerate: List several ideas, aspects, events, things, qualities, reasons, etc. 

Evaluate: Give your opinion or cite an expert’s opinion. Include supporting evidence. 

Illustrate: Give concrete examples. Explain clearly by using comparisons. 

Interpret: Describe, then evaluate.  Give examples.  Explain the meaning. 

Outline: Describe main ideas, characteristics, or events briefly. 

Prove: Support with facts (especially facts presented in class or in the test). 

State: Explain precisely. 

Summarize: Give a brief, condensed account. Include conclusions. Avoid details. 

Trace: Show the order of events or progress of a subject or event. 

2. Read through the questions once.  Quickly jot down any key ideas and words that come to mind now, while they’re fresh.  

3. Read the directions carefully and, using the above definitions, and do precisely what the question asks.  Don’t explain two theories if you’re asked to compare them.

4. Look at the point value of each question and set up a time schedule accordingly.  Then stick to it.  When the time is up for one question, stop writing and begin the next one.

5. Write a brief outline of your answer first, just as you would with a regular essay.  This will make your answer more concise, complete, organized and clear.

6. Qualify answers when in doubt and avoid very definite statements.  

7. Keep to the point.  Write only what is relevant to the question.  The quality of your answer does not depend on the quantity of words you use.

8. Make clear your understanding of the material.  Support your ideas with examples or applications.  The instructor is looking for more than memory work. 

9. Include only one main idea per paragraph.  State your important idea clearly and precisely, and then support this statement immediately with factual or logical evidence.  

10. Be as neat as possible.   Write on only one side of the sheet and leave a generous margin.  Double space to make editing easier.

11. If you run out of time, jot down the last few ideas in point form.  The instructor will be able to see where you were going with your answer and you may get partial marks.

Sources:  Fraser, L. (1996).  Making your mark (5th Ed.) and University of Victoria website.
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