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Academic Learning Centre

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This presentation offers some tips and strategies for writing multiple-choice tests and exams.A multiple-choice test or exam, sometimes referred to as objective tests or recognition tests, requires students to select correct answers from a series of options.Multiple-choice tests or exams are a common form of evaluation for many university courses, including math, science, economics, psychology, anthropology, or sociology.
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Preparation for Tests and Exams

• Know what to expect
• Plan for the test or exam
• Practice in similar 

conditions
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Note the time 
and date of the 
test or exam!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As with any test or exam, write down, mark your calendar, make a reminder, whatever method you prefer, but make a note of the exam time and date! If you are unsure, confirm the time and date with your instructor. For remote or distance education students, do remember that the given times are based on North American central time.Know what to expect Check with your instructor about the technical details of the exam, for instance, if certain software (such as respondus lockdown) is required, if certain materials are allowed (such as a textbook or calculator), or if you can answer questions out of sequence.Importantly, know what to expect when it comes to the exam format. The number of questions, the weight or worth of each question, if there is a penalty for incorrect answers, and the length of the exam. Knowing the format of the exam allows you to plan accordingly. Plan the time you are going to spend per question and include time for revision. If you have 50 minutes to answer 50 multiple choice questions (each worth 1 mark) and would like 10 minutes of revision at the end of the exam, then you have approximately 50 seconds per answer. Stay on course!Plan how you will treat difficult questions. Do the easy questions first; then cycle back to do more difficult items. On the first pass through the test, mark the questions you did not attempt with a check mark or a negative sign. On the second pass through, as you answer these more difficult questions, change one check mark to two, or the negative sign to a positive one.	Some exam formats may prevent revision of submitted answers. For instance, such as computerized adaptive testing (CAT), test-takers are unable to go back once they have submitted a response. Practice your test plan. To find out if you need to tweak your exam plan, try practicing it in exam-like conditions answering exam-like questions. Exam-like questions can be found in past exams, in textbooks, supplementary quizzes, or can be created by the student when reviewing their course content. This is called practice testing and it is an effective study strategy. Practice testing helps with long-term memory retention and clarifies what you know and do not know. 



Learning Assessment

Multiple-choice tests or exams are designed to 
measure a deeper level of understanding, than 
simply recall and recognition.

Vanderbilt University Centre for Teaching, Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 
Generic, https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some students might expect a multiple-choice test or exam to be easy, because they think it is a simple recognition test. However, making this assumption might lead to problems, since many instructors will create questions that are designed to measure a deeper level of understanding. According to Bloom’s taxonomy on the hierarchy of learning, there are a variety of skills that are required in order to demonstrate true mastery of a subject. The most basic skill is REMEBERING:  At this level students will be expected to recall information, such as memorizing, listing, or naming important dates or facts. However, in order to demonstrate true UNDERSTANDING, it is important to move beyond simple remembering. Now, you must be able to understand and grasp the meaning of the materials, perhaps by being able to paraphrase concepts or interpret the information in different formats.  The third level is APPLICATION:At this level, students will need to apply their understanding of the material to new situations that are concrete and specific.  Next is ANALYSIS, which involves critical thinking and breaking information into ideas and drawing connections between ideas.   Followed by EVALUATION will require a level of thought that allows you to judge the value of information that is presented. Lastly, the student should be able to CREATE new original work, which will involve original and creative thinking to solve problems, propose solutions, or formulate new plans.  At the university level multiple-choice tests or exams will assess learning far beyond simple recognition and recall.

https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/


Knowledge-Based Question
The effect of primacy on impression formation was 
first studied in 1957 by: 

A. Freud 
B. Luchins
C. Seyle
D. Maslow 
E. Watson 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s consider some examples. Notice, how this knowledge-based question simply requires the basic recall of a fact, in this case the name of an author. You are not expected to know anything about the work in particular. You are merely expected to know who wrote "Inferno". In this case, the answer is B. This is a fairly straight forward question that involves a minimal amount of preparation.



Comprehension-Based Question
According to research on first impressions, the 
primacy effect is a term used to describe: 

A. the impact of one’s initial impression on 
others that becomes difficult to change.

B. how a person judges others through the lens 
of his or her own cultural framework. 

C. beliefs about what character traits will occur 
simultaneously in people. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now, consider a comprehension-based question from a Psychology test. Notice how the responses are all somewhat similar. This type of question might require a fairly thorough understanding of the primacy effect, in order to identify the correct definition.   In this case, the correct answer is A. The primacy effect refers to the fact that first impressions are often difficult to change once they have been made, which highlights the importance of making a good first impression.



Application-Based Question
You are at a party. A person walks up to you and 
accidentally spills a drink all over your new pants. 
You begin to dislike the person, even though 
everybody else claims that the person is really nice. 
Your reason can be attributed to: 

A. the co-variation rule 
B. implicit personality theory 
C. the actor observer bias 
D. the primacy effect 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Notice how this question has been phrased, in order to test your ability to apply your understanding of the theory to a specific instance that may or may not have been discussed in class. In order to select the best answer, you need to know the definition of the concept, but you also need to be able to recognize that in this case someone is a creating a negative first impression that doesn’t go away, which is otherwise know as the primacy effect.



According to social psychologists, there is a 
cognitive bias known as the primacy effect that 
overemphasizes the importance of first 
impressions. This is generally assumed to be 
because people are especially attentive during 
introductions. 
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For example, an employer is unlikely to hire 
an applicant that is late to a job interview, due 
to the employer’s negative first impression.

Application Based Question-
Exercise 

Cause

Def.
According to social psychologists, there is a 
cognitive bias known as the primacy effect that 
overemphasizes the importance of first 
impressions. This is generally assumed to be 
because people are especially attentive during 
introductions. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If we compare the multiple-choice question in the previous slide to the original material given to the student, you can see how the student had to apply their understanding to answer the previous question.  They were given a definition of the term ‘primacy effect’ and a cause of the effect. One way to practice these type of questions is to think of how this material or knowledge relates to your own experience.



Tips for Multiple-Choice 
Tests and Exams
Pay careful attention to:
• Absolutes (ex: always, only, never, every) 
• Negatives and double negatives 
• Word associations 
• Unfamiliar content 
• Similar responses 
• Contrasting responses 
• All of the above 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
When preparing for a test or exam, it is important to have a systematic approach, and to test yourself with a variety of problems, instead of memorizing questions from previous tests and exams. The best way to do well on a multiple-choice test or exam is to know your material.However, even after a comprehensive review, there are still some test and exam tips that may be useful, when you are trying to eliminate possible responses that you are unsure about.Pay careful attention to things like:Absolute words that are all or nothing (words like always, none, never, every)Negatives and double negative statementsWord associations between the stem and the responseUnfamiliar contentSimilar and contrasting responsesAnd the possibility of multiple option responses likeAll of the above



Absolutes
Watch out for words like: 
Always, never, all, none, every, only 
ex: Mercury is always in a liquid state. False 

Usually, often, generally, seldom, typically 
ex: Rembrandt typically painted portraits. True
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Be careful of specific determiners: always, never, all, none, every, and only are some examples. These are absolutes that carry a 100% truth value, which is rare, especially in the social sciences. Sentences with these words stand a good chance of being false, as in this case. Mercury can be cooled into a solid state. Qualifications such as usually, often, generally, seldom, or typically are more likely to be true, since they are not absolute, as in this case. Rembrandt painted many portraits, but he didn’t paint portraits exclusively. 



According to basic marketing principles and 
purchasing behavior:

A. a consumer always decides what to buy based 
on their economic needs.

B. a consumer will occasionally make a purchase 
based on their perception of advertising 
information.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Consider the following question. Where do you see absolutes?Are there any qualifiers?In Option A the word always stands out and creates a false statement because clearly consumers don’t always make the best choices when it comes to their own economic needs.Now let’s compare it to option B, which does not contain an absolute statement but instead contains the qualifier “occasionally”. Consumers are hard to predict, and they don’t necessarily act in the same way all the time, but it does make sense that they are sometimes influenced by advertising, making this statement more likely to be true. 



Negatives and Double-Negatives
Negatives: look for the false responses 
ex: Which of the following is not part of the cardiac 
cycle? 
ex: All of the following are found in plant cells except 

Double negatives: rewrite the sentence 
ex: Which of the following is not uncommon? 
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Which of the following is common?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Negative statements can be tricky for some students. In this case, treat each response as a true or false statement, and remember that you are looking for the false statement. �Double negatives can be even more troubling. When two negatives occur in a sentence, they cancel each other out. If necessary, rewrite the question, so that you can understand it better.In this example, “not uncommon” means the same as “which of the following is common?’



Word Association
Watch for word clues in both the stem and the 
response. 

Ex: Marrying someone outside of the group to which 
you belong is defined as: 

A. Polyandry 
B. Endogamy 
C. Exogamy 
D. Monogamy 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sometimes a word in the stem can provide a clue as to what the correct choice might be, so it is important to keep an eye out for verbal associations.Consider this example from an anthropology test. Read the question for clue words and then make an informed guess, using word association You don't need to be an anthropologist to know that the prefix Ex means outside, as in the word EXIT. Develop your knowledge of word origins and word roots, so that you can use this skill during tests.



Sensory memory can be defined as: 
A. memory that groups distinct pieces of 

information together. 
B. memory that is permanent and limited only by 

storage capacity. 
C. memory that briefly holds information in a 

person’s senses. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Consider this additional example. Where do you see a word association that might provide an indication of the correct response?In this case, the word senses in option C is an example of how word association can sometimes lead you to the correct option.



Unfamiliar Content
Be wary of response items that contain content that 
you do not understand.

A. Torpor is an alternative physiological state, during 
which metabolism decreases and heart rate 
slows down. 

B. Torpor is a physiological state that is conducive 
to somatic dematriculation of the ganglion. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Be wary of response items that contain content that you do not understand, for example look at the following two response options. The correct answer is A.A way to prepare for such situations is to review your material/content thoroughly before the exam, looking out for terms that are unfamiliar. Make a list of these terms, where each term is defined and discussed in relation to the content. This way you are more likely to be aware of terms that do not relate to the content.



Similar Responses
When items are very similar, there is a strong 
possibility that one is correct. Study them closely. 

A. Discrimination is detrimental because it depletes 
a country’s social, economic, and political 
resources. 

B. Discrimination is detrimental because it depletes 
a country’s social, economic, and natural 
resources.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
When items are very similar, there is a strong possibility that one is correct. In this question, the responses differ by one word. Consider your understanding of “political” and “natural” which term seems more related to the concept of discrimination? The answer is A.



Contrasting Responses
When you are faced with two options that are exactly 
opposite, there is a chance that one is the correct 
choice. 

ex: Torpor is characterized by (a/an): 
A. increase in heart rate. 
B. decrease in heart rate. 
C. increase in food consumption. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
When you are faced with two options that are exactly opposite, there is a chance that one is the correct choice. Note in this question that the contrasting term is increase versus decrease. The answer is B.



“All of the above” Responses
Which of the following would be considered typical, if 
you were living in a tropical climate? 

A. There are forests filled with natural 
vegetation. 

B. The climate is warm and wet in both summer 
and winter. 

C. Rainfall usually comes from daily convectional 
rains 

D. All of the above. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
There is always a chance that there could be multiple true statements regarding a concept. Because of this, all of the above can be a viable option.Consider the following example. You may know that it is true that tropical climates are full of vegetation. You may also be fairly certain that it is warm in the winter, which explains why many people go there for there holidays. Even if you aren’t sure about the third option, you can probably safely draw the conclusion that the answer to this question is all of the above, because you know that more than one is correct.



• Cover the alternatives and focus on the question 
• Produce your own answer 
• Read each response one at a time 
• Eliminate wrong answers 
• Identify the best possible response 
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Overall,
Use a Systematic Approach

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Overall, the main point is to be systematic in approaching multiple-choice tests or exams. It is sometimes helpful to start by focusing on the question before getting overwhelmed or confused by the response options. Try to start by accessing what you do know about the concept in the question. Use a brain dump to jot down some characteristics about the theory or idea being tested. If it helps sketch a quick diagram to activate your memory.  The following systematic approach will allow you to focus your attention on the question, so that you can anticipate the answer and then compare your answer to the closest possible response that is given as an option. Cover the alternatives and read the questionAnticipate a response, as if it were a short answer questionThen, read all of the responses Eliminate options that are clearly wrongIdentify the best response by comparing what you do know to what is listed in the responses.



Systematic Approach Exercise

A. rehearsal
B. meaningful elaboration
C. forming visual images
D. a and b
E. a and c
F. b and c
G. a, b, and c

T

?

T

Encoding information in long-term memory is 
improved by which of the following?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Consider the following question. Before looking at the responses, you should start by generating some possible answers based on your own knowledge and understanding in order to avoid being influenced by the options. Take a minute to consider how long-term memory works best for you.  -For example, you may know from your own learning that it is important to review information often, you may also know that using visuals and graphic organizers helps you to remember things. And, lastly maybe it helps for you to organize information into manageable chunks.   Now let's consider the options.    If you have options that include multiple responses, draw a line between the individual responses and the multiple response options.   Examine each response carefully and treat it like a True or False statement. Use a check mark or a letter to indicate whether it is true or false.   If more than one is True, than you know that the answer must be e or g. We didn't list meaningful elaboration initially, but it does make senses that connecting new information to something meaningful would help us remember it later, so let's go with option G.



Revision
Should students ever change their 
responses?
• If there is a reason to change the 

response, change it!

What if it is not possible to revise 
responses once they are entered?
• Focus on what can be controlled and 

move forward. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some students believe that they should never change their response. However, if there is a reason to change the response, change it!When revising your responses at the end of the test or exam, you may notice that you have misread a question or made a mistake. Also, sometimes questions during the latter portion of a test and exam can reveal insights on questions that were asked earlier in the test. These are examples of some instances when students should consider changing their responses.Some tests or exams are forced order, meaning students can not go back to the question once they have submitted a response. In these instances, revision is not possible. This can be a challenge! In this situation, it is best, to focus on what you can control and to move forward. You can not control the exam format, but you can try and redirect your focus and move forward.It is important to acknowledge your feelings, be kind to yourself, and to redirect your focus to the next question.Your internal dialogue may sound something like this: “it was a difficult question, and I did what I could. I can not work further on that question, but I can work on redirecting my focus to the next question and moving forward in the test or exam”.You may need to employ a similar strategy for not only forced order exams or tests, but also for days when you have multiple tests or exams scheduled.



Reviewing the Marked 
Test or Exam
• If possible, review your responses. 
• You may find a marking error or a poorly 

communicated question. Advocate for yourself!
• Analyze response errors:

• Omission, 
• careless/ running out of time, 
• prioritization, 
• application,
• or mastery errors
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
If possible, review your multiple-choice test or exam paper. There is likely to be a designated time and method for the review of your marked test or exam, review your course guidelines or contact your instructor or TA.You may find a marking error, or a poorly communicated question. Advocate for yourself. Depending on the instructor they may be willing to concede the mark or portion of the mark, depending on your reasoning.You should analyze your response errors, i.e., the answers you got wrong. By analysing which type of questions you got wrong and why, you can better prepare for the next test and exam. The University of Guelph provides a summary of the type of errors and how to prevent these errors in future, a link to this resource can be found on the references slide.



Academic Learning Centre 
Services

Workshops and 
Presentations

Supplemental 
instruction (SI)

One-to-
One 

tutoring

Tutor 
training 
program

Website 
resources

Academic Learning Centre 
academic_learning@umanitoba.ca
204-480-1481 
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