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Strategies For Taking Multiple
Choice Tests

Mastering the Art of the Multiple Choice Exam:
Proven Strategies for Success

Few academic challenges evoke as much mixed emotion as the multiple choice
test. On one hand, the correct answer is right there in front of you, hidden
among a handful of options. On the other hand, those deceptively similar choices
are designed to trip you up. For many students, the key to transforming anxiety
into confidence lies not in simply knowing the material, but in having a clear
playbook.  Strategies for taking multiple choice tests  are  not  just  about
guessing;  they  are  about  systematic  analysis,  time  management,  and



psychological preparation. Whether you are facing a high-stakes entrance exam,
a professional certification, or a routine classroom quiz, a deliberate approach
can dramatically  improve your  performance.  This  guide  explores  actionable,
research-backed techniques that go beyond rote memorization, equipping you to
approach every multiple choice question with clarity and precision.

Why Multiple Choice Requires a Specific Mindset

Unlike  essay  exams  that  reward  expansive  thinking,  multiple  choice  tests
measure your ability to discriminate between closely related concepts. The test
designer’s job is to create plausible distractors that look correct but contain
subtle errors. Adopting a detective-like mindset helps you view each question as
a puzzle. Instead of simply reading the stem and jumping to the first familiar
answer, you learn to evaluate all options critically. This shift in perspective is the
foundation of all effective test taking strategies.
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Pre-Exam Preparation: Setting the Stage for
Success

Master the Material Before You Master the Strategy

No strategy can compensate for a lack of foundational knowledge. Begin by
organizing  your  study  sessions  around  active  recall  and  spaced  repetition.
Create summary sheets, flashcards, or practice questions that mirror the test
format. As you study, pay attention to common patterns: definitions, cause-and-
effect relationships, and sequential processes often appear in multiple choice
stems. The more thoroughly you understand the content, the more your strategic
skills can shine.

Familiarize Yourself with the Test Format

Before test day, learn the number of questions, time limit, scoring rules (do
wrong answers penalize you?), and whether the test is paper-based or digital.
Many exams have a specific structure—for instance, the first third may be easier,



or questions may progress from simple to complex.  Knowing this  helps you
allocate energy wisely. Practice with official or high-quality sample tests under
timed conditions. This not only builds endurance but also trains you to recognize
common traps.

During the Test: Core Strategies for Each
Question

Read the Stem Carefully – It Holds the Key

The stem of a multiple choice question contains the essential information. Read
it twice before looking at the options. Underline or mentally note critical words
like “always,” “never,” “except,” “not,” “most,” or “least.” These qualifiers often
determine which answer is correct. For example, a question that asks “Which of
the following is NOT a symptom?” requires you to find the option that is not
listed in your knowledge base. Failing to notice a single word can lead you
straight to a distractor.
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Cover the Options and Answer in Your Head First

A powerful technique is to cover the answer choices with your hand or a piece of
paper, read the stem, and then formulate your own answer before looking at the
provided  options.  This  prevents  the  distractors  from  contaminating  your
memory. Once you have a clear idea of the correct response, scan the list for a
match. If your answer appears, it is often correct. If not, you have a strong
starting point for elimination.

Use the Process of Elimination Systematically

Elimination is the backbone of multiple choice test taking strategies. For
every question, go through each option and mark it as definitely wrong, possibly
correct,  or  uncertain.  Cross  out  any  choice  that  contains  a  factual  error,
contradicts  the  stem,  or  uses  extreme language (unless  the  stem also  uses
extreme language). Even if you cannot identify the correct answer immediately,
reducing the pool from five to two dramatically improves your odds. On exams
with no guessing penalty, always eliminate as many as possible and then choose
from the remaining.



Look for Clues in the Other Questions

In a typical test, the same subject often reappears across multiple questions. A
fact  mentioned  in  question  5  might  help  you  answer  question  12.  This  is
especially true for sequences or lists. While you should not change an answer
based  on  a  hunch,  using  cross-referencing  can  resolve  ambiguity.  Just  be
cautious: an earlier question may contain a distractor that looks plausible but is
actually incorrect.

Advanced Techniques for Tricky Questions

Beware of Opposites and Mirrors

Test  writers  frequently  include  a  pair  of  opposites  (e.g.,  “increase”  vs.
“decrease”)  because  one  is  obviously  right  and  the  other  obviously  wrong.
However, they might also include a “mirror” option that reverses the meaning of
another choice. If you see two options that are direct opposites, the correct
answer is likely one of them, and the others are distractors. Similarly, if two
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options are very similar but one has a slight difference in wording, scrutinize
that difference—it is often the key.

Understand the “All of the Above” and “None of the Above”
Traps

Questions with “All of the above” or “None of the above” require extra caution.
For “All of the above,” you must be certain that at least two individual options
are true. If you can verify that even one option is false, then “All of the above” is
automatically  incorrect.  For  “None of  the  above,”  confirm that  every  listed
choice is either false or not the best answer. Some test makers use these as
catchalls when they run out of good distractors, so treat them with skepticism.

Trust Your First Instinct – But Only If You Prepared

Research shows that the first answer you choose is usually correct if you have
studied the material. However, this rule applies only when you have a genuine
recollection, not when you are purely guessing. If you later realize that your
initial  answer  was  based  on  a  misinterpretation  of  the  stem,  change  it.



Otherwise,  second-guessing often leads to errors.  A good practice is  to flag
questions you are uncertain about, finish the rest of the test, and then return to
them with a fresh perspective.

Time Management: The Silent Strategy

Pace Yourself with a Two-Pass Approach

Divide the test into three roughly equal parts based on time. On the first pass,
answer all questions you are confident about quickly, skipping any that require
deep thought. This builds momentum and ensures you do not run out of time on
easy items. On the second pass, tackle the skipped questions, using elimination
and educated guessing. Reserve the last few minutes for reviewing only the
questions you flagged—do not re-read every question unless you have ample
time, as that can cause unnecessary doubt.
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Watch for Time-Consuming Traps

Some questions are deliberately lengthy, with long stems and multiple parts. Do
not get bogged down. If a question appears too complex, skim it rapidly and
make a note to return later. Similarly, avoid spending minutes trying to recall a
forgotten formula. Instead, use estimation or eliminate obviously wrong units.
Time is a resource; spend it where it yields the most points.

Managing Test Anxiety and Mental Stamina

Develop a Pre-Test Ritual

Anxiety impairs cognitive function,  especially  working memory.  On test  day,
arrive early, breathe deeply, and visualize yourself calmly reading and answering
questions.  A  brief  mindfulness  exercise—such  as  counting  breaths  for  one
minute—can lower cortisol levels. If you feel panic during the test, close your
eyes, take two slow breaths, and remind yourself that you have a systematic
strategy.



Use Positive Physical Cues

Sit upright, keep your feet flat on the floor, and avoid slouching. Proper posture
increases oxygen flow to the brain and signals confidence. Also, take advantage
of the test booklet to jot down quick memory aids (e.g., formulas or mnemonics)
as  soon  as  the  test  begins.  This  offloads  mental  burden  and  reduces
forgetfulness.

Reviewing Your Answers Without Sabotaging
Yourself

Change Answers Only with Strong Evidence

Always review your work if time permits, but be disciplined. Only change an
answer when you have a clear reason: you misread the stem, you recalled a fact
you initially forgot, or you noticed a logical inconsistency in your original choice.
Do not change answers simply because you feel uncertain. Studies consistently
show that the majority of answer changes are from correct to incorrect. Stick



Strategies For Taking Multiple Choice Tests

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Brooklyn & Martinez • Wisdom is the reward for listening. •
Page 11

with your first choice unless new information emerges.

Check for Careless Mistakes First

During  review,  scan  for  questions  where  you  might  have  misread  “not”  or
“except.” Check that you selected the option corresponding to your intended
choice (e.g., if you meant “B,” verify that you didn’t accidentally bubble “C”).
Also confirm that you have not left any questions blank if there is no penalty.
Even a random guess is better than a blank.

Special Considerations for Different Types of
Exams

Standardized Tests (SAT, GRE, MCAT, etc.)

These exams often have adaptive sections, strict time limits, and complex scoring
systems. Familiarize yourself with the penalty for wrong answers (if any). Many
high-stakes tests now use computer adaptive testing, where the difficulty adjusts



based on your performance. In such cases, do not spend too much time on any
single question; a wrong answer on an easy question hurts your score more than
a wrong answer on a hard one. Use process of elimination aggressively, as the
computer interprets guessing as a lack of knowledge.

Classroom and Professional Certification Exams

Instructor-created tests may have a different style—often more straightforward
but with tricky phrasing. Pay attention to the point value of questions if some are
weighted more. For certification exams (like PMP, CPA, or IT certifications), the
questions are often scenario-based and test application rather than recall. Here,
the elimination method becomes even more valuable because you can often rule
out distractors that do not address the specific scenario described.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Reading too quickly: Speed-reading the stem leads to misinterpretation.
Slow down on the first read.
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Fixing on a favorite letter: Some students always choose “C” when
unsure, but randomness is better than a pattern that test designers can
anticipate.
Overthinking: If you have eliminated all but two options and one feels
clearly more aligned with the stem, choose it. Perfectionism wastes time.
Neglecting the physical environment: Sucking on a hard candy or
chewing gum (if allowed) can keep you alert. Stay hydrated but avoid
sugary drinks that cause energy crashes.
Ignoring qualifiers in the options: Words like “always” or “never” in an
answer choice often make it incorrect unless the stem itself is absolute.

Putting It All Together: A Sample Walkthrough

Imagine you encounter this question: “Which of the following is most likely a
symptom of acute dehydration? A. Increased blood volume B. Hypertension C.
Decreased urine output D. Sweating profusely E. All of the above.” You would
first read the stem and note the word “most likely” and the condition “acute
dehydration.” Cover the options and recall that dehydration leads to low blood



volume, possibly low blood pressure, and decreased urine output. Now uncover:
Opt ion  A  says  increased  blood  volume—wrong.  Opt ion  B  says
hypertension—possible  but  not  typical  in  acute  dehydration.  Option  C  says
decreased urine output—correct. Option D says sweating profusely—that causes
dehydration, not a symptom of it. Option E says all of the above—clearly false
since A and D are wrong. So you confidently select C. This process took less than
30 seconds.

Building Your Personal Strategy Toolkit

No single method works for everyone. Some students thrive on the “answer first”
technique, while others prefer elimination from the start.  Experiment during
your practice sessions: try each strategy on different types of questions and note
which yields the highest accuracy. Over time, you will develop a personalized
system that  feels  intuitive.  Document your process—perhaps a quick mental
checklist—and review it before each exam. The goal is to reduce cognitive load
so that your brain can focus entirely on recall and reasoning.
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Strategies  for  taking  multiple  choice  tests  are  not  a  substitute  for
preparation, but they are the bridge between knowledge and a high score. By
combining thorough content mastery with deliberate, systematic techniques, you
transform a multiple choice exam from a guessing game into a logical puzzle you
can solve. The next time you sit down to a test, take a deep breath, trust your
preparation,  and methodically  apply  these  strategies.  You will  find  that  the
correct answer is often just a few careful steps away.

Conclusion

Effective multiple


