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Steps for Solving Common Test Items

Directions: Take the following actions for multiple-choice tests. 

1. Cover the answer choices: Read the question carefully. Circle the key words. Try to answer 
the question in your mind. Now look for the answer choice that most closely matches your 
guess. Not sure? Proceed to step 2.

2. Slash the trash: Read each answer choice. Put a slash through the choices that you know are 
definitely not the right answer. Now read each remaining choice carefully. Think about what 
you know about each choice. Now choose the best answer. Still not sure? Proceed to step 3.

3. Move along: Don’t waste time on a question if you are completely stuck! Make a mark next 
to the question number. Then move on and answer all the questions you do know. When you 
finish, go back through the test and take another look at the difficult questions. If you’re still 
not sure of the answer, give it your best-informed guess.

Directions: Take the following actions for reading comprehension tests.

1. Preview: Read the title and think about it. What do you know about the topic? Look at the 
pictures if there are any. What do you think this story is about?

2. Scan: Read each question, but skip the answer choices. This will give you clues to look for 
while you read.

3. Read: Read the passage. Underline or highlight key words and phrases as you go. Look for 
the names of people and places, as well as the main actions that take place.

4. Answer: Now go back to the questions. For each one, read the question carefully. Go back to 
the story and find words and phrases that match the question. Decide the best answer.

Directions: Take the following actions for mathematics tests.

1. Always use scrap paper when taking a mathematics test: When it comes to mathematics, we 
need space for working out equations. Sometimes they can be done in your head, but most 
of the time they need to be worked out. Use the white space around the edges of the test (if 
allowed) or use scrap paper (recommended) to work out every problem. Even if it seems like 
an easy question, working it out will help make sure you don’t mix up any steps in your head. 
Make a mess of that scrap paper, but write your answers neatly on the answer key.
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2. Look carefully at the answer choices: On a multiple-choice test, it is very likely that some of 
the answer choices will look quite similar. Look carefully at the problem or question, and 
write down your answer. Then look for the answer choice that is exactly the same as your 
answer. When it comes to fractions and decimals, answer choices can be tricky! For example, 
look at this problem.

What part of the group of circles is shaded?

a. 7/10 b. 7/3

c. 10/7 d. 7

There are 7 circles shaded out of 10 circles total. This makes the fraction 7/10 (seven- tenths), 
which is choice a. If you are looking quickly at the choices, however, you may get tricked and 
select d, since you see 7 shaded circles. Choices b and c might also trick you, since they include 
7 and 10 in different ways.

If you write down your answer first, you can make sure to match the right answer!

3. Use calculators to help with computations. If allowed, test takers can use calculators to help 
with time-consuming computations such as long multiplications or divisions. It is not wise 
to use a calculator to replace your mathematical reasoning, but it is helpful to check if your 
answer is correct. It is better to estimate first and then check your calculated answer against 
your estimate to see if your final answer is reasonable. It is also important to analyze the 
question to determine which function on the calculator to use.

Directions: Take the following actions for true-or-false questions.

1. Pay close attention to the qualifiers and keywords in the item, such as never, always, 
generally, and usually.

2. Understand that the whole statement is false if any part in it is false.

Directions: Take the following actions for short-answer questions.

1. Read the question carefully and fully grasp the intent of the question. 

2. Get to the point and put down the key words and concept. 

3. Even when you are not sure what the correct answer is, don’t leave it blank—write down 
something that is most relevant based on your best knowledge. 

Directions: Take the following actions for essay questions.

1. Read the question carefully and fully grasp what you are supposed to respond to. 

2. Create an outline to organize thoughts first, before writing.

3. Provide a key idea for each body paragraph and give substantial details to support the idea.

4. Budget time wisely, allocating enough time for each portion of the essay.
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