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USE TEST CUES

TAKING MULTIPLE-CHOICE EXAMINATIONS
Studying and being prepared for your tests is the best policy.  When in doubt about a test answer, take advantage of cues in the test, which give you a systematic way to select the correct answer.

	CUES IN THE ALTERNATIVES

The first type of cue is in the list of alternatives in a multiple-choice item.  These patterns are frequently associated with the correct alternative.


· MOST GENERAL ALTERNATIVES

The correct alternative may be the most general, since it includes the most information.

Some alternatives may be very technical and specific, and one may be more general.  Chances are, the most general alternative is the correct one. 

1.  Scientists have generally concluded that biology:

a. has little effect on most aspects of our personality and development.

b. can explain differences in the basic temperamental tendencies of babies.

c. influences the age at which children are capable of learning certain behaviors.

d. Both b and c.

Even if you aren’t sure, you can see that a, b, and c are all fairly specific, limited answers. 

D, which is the more general answer, and allows for more variability, is correct.

· LENGTH
The correct alternative is often the longest (or the shortest). Tests can be somewhat consistent about the length of correct answers.  If most of the correct answers have been the shortest, then when you aren't sure, pick the shortest.  If most of the correct answers have been the longest, pick the longest answer. If you have noticed no particular trend, try the longest.  The correct answer for the question below is B. 

1.  3 + (7 + 1) = 3 + 7 + 1 because:

a. 3 + 7 + 1 = 11

b. parentheses preceded by an addition sign may be removed without changing the signs of any numbers inside the parentheses. (The associative law of addition).

c. division is indicated.
d. parentheses preceded by a minus sign may be removed.

· MIDDLE VALUE
The correct alternative is frequently of middle value.  If the alternatives range in value--old to new, early to late, big to small--pick from the middle and eliminate the extremes.

1.  The mature human being has how many teeth?

a. 15

b. 32

c. 54

d. 7

Eliminate the two extremes, C and D; you now have two alternatives to choose from. B is right.

· TWO ALTERNATIVES MEAN THE SAME
If two alternatives mean the same thing, and there is only one correct answer, you can eliminate both of them.  Neither will be correct.  Choose from the remaining alternatives. 

1.  Moscow ratified the treaty of Brest-Litovsk because:

a. Tsar Alexander I wanted to prevent Napoleon's invasion of Russia.

b. Russia was unable to keep up with the armament manufacture of Austria.

c. Russia could not keep up with the military production of Austria.

d. Nicolai Lenin wanted to get the Soviet Union out of World War I.

Alternatives B and C are similar; discount them.  Choose your one answer from alternative A or D.  The correct choice is D.

· TWO ALTERNATIVES ARE OPPOSITE.
If two alternatives have opposite meanings, one of them is probably correct.

1.  The planarian has:

a. an anterior brain.

b. a heart.

c. lungs.

d. a posterior brain.

A and D are opposite; therefore, eliminate the other two alternatives.  A is the correct answer.

	Overall, when you are not sure which alternative is correct, look for:

	The Degree of Generalization
	Pick the most general answer instead of a specific one.

	The Length
	Choose either the longest or shortest alternative, depending on the trend seen in the rest of the test.  If you have noticed no trend, pick the longest alternative.

	Middle Values
	Eliminate the extremes, and choose the alternative with the middle value.

	Similarities
	If two alternatives have the same meaning, neither is correct.

	Opposites
	If two alternatives have opposite meaning, the correct answer is most likely one of the two


	CUES IN THE RELATION BETWEEN STEMS AND ALTERNATIVES


· WORD ASSOCIATION

A major relational cue uses word associations or synonyms.  To use this type of cue, look for a word in the stem that has a direct relationship with a word in one of the alternatives.

1.  The Strong Vocational Interest Bank is used to measure

a. aptitudes

b. interest

c. achievement

d. adjustment

The word “Interest” in the stem matches alternative B.  This is a very direct clue about which alternative is correct, almost a give-away item.

Of course, this cue will not be 100% effective, and there will be times when a direct association is not correct.  In general, however, the cue is a good one.  You might also find items with word association cues that are not quite as obvious, but there are still direct cues.  Here is an example:

1.   Hard Times by Charles Dickens deals with:

a. the difficult life of a factory worker.

b. the politics of the French chateau country.

c. the court of King Edward III.

d. the limitations of European Existentialism.

The title of the book is Hard Times.  The phrase “difficult life” in A has about the same meaning.  Even if you had never heard of the novel, you should be able to guess the correct alternative.

	SPECIFIC DETERMINERS

Specific determiners are words usually associated with correct or incorrect answers.  Specific determiners are usually found in True/False items, but they also help when answering multiple-choice items, especially those which have the alternative None of the Above.


· FOR FALSE
Absolute words, such as “always” generally indicate that the statement is false.  There are very few absolutes, and it only takes one exception to make the statement false.  When you see items with absolute words, and you are not sure of the answer, you can predict that it will be false.

These absolute words are associated with incorrect, false statements:

	· Always/Never
	· Only
	· Necessarily
	· Merely

	· Must
	· All
	· None
	· Impossible


These words suggest that the statement is true all of the time, with no exceptions.  Since there are exceptions to most statements, these words generally indicate a false statement.

· FOR TRUE
Words that are less absolute and allow for exceptions and variability are often associated with correctness.  When you see one of these less absolute words, you can predict that the statement may be true.  These determiners may indicate a correct statement.

	· Often
	· Seldom
	· Generally
	· Perhaps
	· May
	· Usually
	· Primary


Look at the following example:

1.  T  F  It is generally sunny during the summer.

What is the specific determiner in this statement?  The word “generally.” This word is not an absolute; therefore, the statement is probably true.

If the item had read:

1.  T  F It is always sunny during the summer.

You could guess that the statement was false.  This statement means that there are never any days without the sun during the summer.  This is obviously not true.

The two statements appear similar, but the specific determiner in each gives the indication of the correct response.  Absolute words in either a True/False item or in multiple-choice alternatives probably indicate a false statement.  Less absolute words probably indicate true statements.
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