
          

Tips  for  Tests 
T is   andout  oþþers advice on diþþerent  types  oþ tests and diþþerent  types  oþ test  questions.  

Included also are 12 common ÿuide words þor  test  questions. 

Test  Types 
Essay  Exams 

    Set up a time sc edule to answer eac  question and to review/edit all questions. 
Iþ six  questions are to be answered in  sixty  minutes, allow  yourselþ only  seven  minutes þor 
eac . T is  will ÿive you  time to  review. 
Iþ questions are “weiÿ ted,”  prioritize t at  into  your  time allocation þor eac   question. 
W en  t e time is  up þor  one question,  stop  writinÿ,  leave space, and beÿin  t e next  question. 
T e incomplete answers can be completed durinÿ t e review  time.  
Six  incomplete answers  will  usually  receive more credit  t an  t ree complete ones. 

Pay attention  to   ow eac   question  is  p rased and to  words  suc  as  öcompare,ö  öcontrast,ö 
öcriticize,ö etc. T ese words  s ould ÿuide  ow  you answer  t e question.  

Write down  your  t ouÿ ts  in an  outline at  t e beÿinninÿ oþ t e test  so  you donñt þorÿet  later. 

Beþore attemptinÿ to answer a question,  put  t e question  in  your  own  words. 

       Get riÿ t to t e point in your topic (þirst) sentence. 
Use your þirst  paraÿrap   to  provide an  overview  oþ your essay.  
Use t e rest  oþ your essay  to discuss  t ese points  in  more detail. 
Back  up  your  points  wit   speciþic inþormation, examples,  or  quotations þrom  your  readinÿs. 
Beÿin  wit  a stronÿ þirst  sentence t at  states  t e main  idea oþ your essay and continue t is 
þirst  paraÿrap  by  presentinÿ key  points. 
Develop eac   point  in a complete paraÿrap . 
Use transitions  to connect  your  points. 

Use quotations appropriately. 
Use quotations  to  illustrate a point,  to draw  on  t e aut ority  oþ t e source,  or because you 
could not  say  it better. 
Quotations can be s ort. T ree or þour  words can be extremely eþþective w en  t ey are 
worked into  t e structure oþ your  sentence.  
Donñt  over-quote. Extensive quotinÿ may detract þrom  your  point  or arÿument. 
A reþerence to a quote may be as eþþective as  t e quote itselþ. 

  Review at t e end. 
Edit þor clarity,  typos,  incomplete words and sentences, and incorrect dates/numbers. 
Iþ you beÿin  to  run  out  oþ time,  outline your answers. You  may be ÿiven  some credit þor  t is 
partial  work even  t ouÿ   your  response is  not complete. 
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Open  Book  Exams 
In an  open book exam  you are evaluated on  understandinÿ rat er  t an  recall and 
memorization. Access  to content  (books,  notes, etc.)  varies by  instructor. T e exam can 
be take- ome or  in  t e classroom, and you  may  or  may  not  see t e questions beþore t e 
exam. Do  not  underestimate t e preparation  needed þor an  open book exam!  

To  prepare,  stay current  on  readinÿs and assiÿnments  in class and take notes  on  t e main 
ideas and concepts  you  know  will be on  t e test. 

Make your  reþerence materials as  user-þriendly as  possible so  t at  you don÷t  lose time 

locatinÿ w at  you  need. 
Familiarize yourselþ wit   t e þormat,  layout, and structure oþ your  source materials. 
Develop a system  oþ tabs/sticky  notes, color codinÿ, concept  maps, etc.  to  mark 
important  summaries,   eadinÿs,  or  sections. 
Write s ort,  manaÿeable summaries  oþ content. 
List  out data and þormulas  separately þor easy access. 

Question  Types 
True/False  Questions 
Every  part  oþ a true sentence must be ötrue.ö Iþ any  one part  oþ t e sentence is þalse,øt e w ole 
sentence is þalse despite many  ot er  true statements. Pay close attention  to  neÿatives,  qualiþiers, 
absolutes, and lonÿ strinÿs  oþ statements. 

Neÿatives can be conþusinÿ.  Iþ t e question contains  neÿatives, as  öno,  not, cannot,ö drop  t e 
neÿative and read w at  remains.øDecide w et er  t at  sentence is  true or þalse. Iþ it  is  true,  its 
opposite,  or  neÿative,  is  usually þalse. 

Qualiþiers are words  t at  restrict  or  open  up ÿeneral  statements. Words  like ösometimes,  oþten, 
þrequently,  ordinarily, ÿenerallyö  open  up  t e possibilities  oþ makinÿ accurate statements. T ey 
make more modest claims, are more likely  to  reþlect  reality, and usually  indicate ötrueö answers.  

Absolute words  restrict  possibilities.  öNo,  never,  none, always, every, entirely,  onlyö  imply  t e 
statement  must be true 100%  oþ t e time and usually  indicate öþalseö answers. 

Lonÿ sentences  oþten  include ÿroups  oþ words  set  oþþ by  punctuation. Pay attention  to  t e trut   oþ 
eac   oþ t ese p rases. Iþ one is þalse,  it  usually  indicates a öþalseö answer. 

Oþten  true/þalse tests contain  more true answers  t an þalse answers.øYou   ave more  t an a 50% 
c ance oþ beinÿ riÿ t  wit  a ötrueö ÿuess  t an a öþalseö ÿuess. However,  your  teac er  may be t e 

opposite. Review  pasts  tests þor  patterns  in  t e amount  oþ ötrueö answers  versus  öþalseö answers. 

Iþ t e sentence contains  words  youñve never   eard oþ, ÿuess  öþalse.ö 
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Multiple  Choice  Questions 
Multiple c oice questions  usually  include a p rase,  sometimes called a stem, þollowed by  t ree to 
þive answer  options. Read t e stem, cover  t e options, and try  to answer  t e question  yourselþ 
þirst. Select  t e option  t at  most closely  matc es  your answer.  

Iþ two alternatives  seem correct, compare t em þor diþþerences,  t en  reþer  to  t e stem. 

Treat eac   option as a true-þalse question, and c oose t e ömost  trueö  option. 

Is  t ere an  option  t at containsøneÿative or absolute words? Try  substitutinÿ a qualiþied term þor 
t e absolute one,  like öþrequentlyö þor  öalwaysö  or  ötypicalö þor  öeveryö  to  see iþ you can eliminate 

t e option  t is  way. 
 

Iþ you  know  two  oþ t ree options  seem correct,øitøis a stronÿ possibility  t at  öall  oþ t e aboveö  is 
t e correct  selection. 

For answers  wit   numbers,  toss  out  t e  iÿ  as  well as  t e low and consider  t e middle ranÿe. 

For  ölook alike optionsö  it÷s  likely  t at  one is correct. Eliminate c oices  t at  mean basically  t e 
same t inÿ (and t us cancel eac   ot er  out). C oose t e best þrom  w at  remains. 

Iþ two  options are t e complete opposite oþ eac   ot er, c ances are one oþ t em  is correct. 

Favor  options  t at contain  qualiþiers  like ösometimesö  or  önever.ö T e result  is  lonÿer,  more 

inclusive items  t at  may better answer  t e question. 

  Strateÿies to answer diþþicult questions: 
Eliminate options  you  know  to be incorrect. 
Eliminate options  t at don÷t þit ÿrammatically  wit   t e stem. 
Eliminate options  t at are totally  unþamiliar  to  you. 

Guessinÿ: 
Always ÿuess  w en  t ere is  no  penalty þor ÿuessinÿ or  you can eliminate a couple options. 
Don÷t ÿuess  iþ you are penalized þor ÿuessinÿ and iþ you   ave no basis þor  your c oice. 
Use  ints þrom  questions  you  know  to answer  questions  you do  not. 
Don÷t c anÿe your answers  unless  you are sure oþ t e correction. 
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Fill-in-the-Blank  Questions 
Unless  t e directions  state t at  you  will be penalized þor a wronÿ answer,  always  write somet inÿ. 

T e number  oþ answer  lines  may  indicate w et er  t e correct answer  is  one or  more words. 

Because key concepts are oþten  t e answers  to þill-in-t e-blank  questions,  keep alert þor  t ese 
concepts elsew ere in  t e test. T e answer  you  need may be part  oþ anot er  question. 

Aþter  writinÿ your answer,  reread t e sentence to  make sure it  makes  sense. It÷s also  important  to 
make sure every answer  is ÿrammatically correct. 

Short  Answer  Questions 
T e space provided by  t e proþessor  may  indicate  ow  muc   writinÿ is expected. Always  write 
somet inÿ, even  iþ it  is a complete ÿuess. Your  instructor canñt ÿive you  points  iþ t e question 
remains  unanswered. 

Underline t e topic in  t e question  to   elp  you  stay þocused on  your  s ort-answer. Jot down any 
related ideas and supportinÿ details  on a scrap  piece oþ paper. 

Beÿin  your answer by  turninÿ t e question  into  your  main  idea. Use supportinÿ details, examples, 
evidence, explanations, and experience to þles   out  your  paraÿrap . Use ot er  questions  to 
develop  supportinÿ details. End your  paraÿrap   wit  a brieþ summary. 

1. Analyze. Identiþy  t e parts  oþ somet inÿ and explain   ow  t ose parts contribute to  t e w ole. 
2. Compare. S ow  t e similarities  (and possibly  t e diþþerences)  oþ two  or  more t inÿs. 
3. Contrast. S ow  only  t e diþþerences  oþ two  or  more t inÿs. 
4. Deþine. State t e meaninÿ oþ somet inÿ. 
5. Describe. Tell about  somet inÿ in detail. 
6. Discuss/explain  w y. Provide a detailed account  t at demonstrates cause. 
7. Discuss/explain   ow. Provide t e details  oþ a process  or  procedure.  
8. Discuss/explain  t e eþþect. Provide t e results  oþ somet inÿ. 
9. Evaluate. Assess  strenÿt s and weaknesses  w ile providinÿ reasons. 

10. Explain. Make clear and compre ensible a p enomenon, etc. 
11. Illustrate. Oþþer an example. 
12. Summarize. Provide a condensed version  t at   iÿ liÿ ts  only  t e main  points. 

12  Common  Guide  Words  for  Test  Questions 

Adapted  from  On  Compass  by  Skip  Downing,  2nd  edition,  2014;  and,  from  The  Centre 
for  the  Development  of  Teaching  and  Learning,  National  University  of  Singapore 
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