Test Taking Strategies
Read the Directions 
Very carefully read the directions for all sections of the test. Pay special attention to words like "and," "or," "have to," "may" and "best." For example, are you to "answer questions A and B" or "answer question A or B?" Are you to "circle the best answer" or "circle the correct answer?" Take note of what questions are to be answered, if answers may be used more than once, or if there is more than one answer for each question. 
Break up complicated directions and run-on sentences into smaller parts. Flag tricky directions by circling or underlining them so you don't forget to follow them carefully. For example, are answers to be written on blanks or circled? Are multiple choice answers to be written in upper or lower case letters? Some instructors are sticklers and will deduct points if answers are not in the designated place or form. 
Use all supporting material indicated in the directions: notes, scrap paper, calculator, etc. Don't be arrogant and try to do even simple math in your head; that's the way "careless mistakes" are made.
Read the Questions Carefully 
Don't skip sample questions and answers, because they may give you clues as to what the instructor expects or how answers should be marked or organized. Break down complicated questions into more manageable parts and then work on each part individually. Number each part to make sure all of them are answered. Don't over interpret the questions or look for hidden meanings. 

Make Educated Guesses 
If you don't know the answer to a question right away, circle the question and go back to it later after you have worked through the entire test once. If you labor over something you don't know, you're wasting precious time. However, avoid rereading questions over and over again as that wastes time too. 
When the answer is not clear, look for clues in the questions and the answer choices (for multiple choice or matching). Clues include grammar (only the correct answer is grammatically correct), verb tense (past, present or future tenses should match between question and answer), word type (noun versus verb), and singular versus plural (should match between question and answer). Substitute simple words for difficult or unknown words in the questions or answers. Use context clues or your knowledge of word elements to decipher words. Look for content clues in other test questions. 
If two answers look correct, and the directions indicate that there is only one correct answer for each question, pick the most obvious answer. If no answer seems to be quite right, pick the closest one. If all else fails, make a guess at the answer. 


Watch Out for Careless Errors 
Reread the directions to make sure you have completed each section of the test correctly. Then reread the questions to make sure you read them accurately and understand what they are asking. 
Double-check your answers after you have completed the test and the pressure is reduced. Reread answers to make sure that you wrote what you intended to write and that you answered all parts of the question. 
Be sure that all numbers (especially "2" and "5," "4" and "9") and letters (especially "a" and "d," "t" and "f") are clearly legible. Double check any math calculations, using a different method if possible. Always use a calculator if permitted. 
Make sure all answers are in the right places. Be sure all questions have an answer, even if it is just a guess.
Read the Directions Carefully 
Many points on essay tests are lost because students fail to read the directions carefully. Pay attention to the following points when reading directions: 
· Are you to answer every question or do you have choices? 
· Where are you to write your answers: on the test, on lined paper, in a blue book? 
· How are you to write your answers: skip a line, one side of page only, etc.? 
· Is there a certain number of ideas you need to include? 
· Are you supposed to write a certain amount of information: a few sentences, a paragraph, etc.? 
· Are you supposed to include dates? 
· Are you supposed to include examples? 
· Are you supposed to include the names of important people? 
Key words to look for in the directions are listed below. Be sure to know what these words mean. 
· synonym 
· antonym 
· none of 
· similar to 
· the same as 
· all of 
· the opposite of 
· assume that 
· if 
· all but one 
· only one correct choice
Closely Examine Instructions for Directional Words 
Essay questions often contain verbs asking students to do certain things with the information. Students must know what these words mean in order to provide the information that the instructor wants. The most commonly used directional words and their definitions are provided below. 
· Analyze: Break the subject into its component parts and discuss each part (Lunenfeld and Lunenfeld, 1992). 
· "Compare: Show how they are the same and how they differ. 
· Contrast: Show how they differ. 
· Criticize: Examine the pros and cons and give your judgment. 
· Defend: Give details that prove it or show its value. 
· Define: Just give the meaning. 
· Describe: Give the details and examples that show what it is. 
· Discuss and review: Examine from all angles. (These words are catchalls. Depending on the teacher, they might mean trace, outline, describe, compare, list, explain, evaluate, defend, criticize, enumerate, summarize, or tell all you know about it.) 
· Distinguish: Tell how this is different from others similar to it. 
· Evaluate: Give your opinion as to the advantages and disadvantages. 
· Explain and show: Show, in logical sequence, how or why something happened (or both). 
· Illustrate: Give examples. 
· Justify: Give the facts and then prove it's true. 
· Name, list, tell, and enumerate: Give just the information that is specifically asked for. 
· Prove: Show that it is true and that its opposite is false. 
· Summarize and outline: Give the main points.
MULTIPLE CHOICE TESTS 



The multiple choice format is commonly used in testing because the exams are relatively easy to grade and the questions effectively evaluate students' knowledge of facts and understanding of concepts. This is an objective form of testing since, if the questions are well written, there is only one correct answer to each question, leaving little room for interpretation.
Guess Before Choosing 
Decide what the answer to each question should be before looking at the answer choices. Then examine the choices and pick the answer that most closely matches your answer. If none of the choices is similar to your guess, carefully study the answers looking for key words and other clues. Choose simple answers even if they seem obvious. And remember, never pick an answer without first reading all of the choices, no matter how sure you are of the answer. 

Eliminate Unlikely Answers 
Cross off answers that are only partly correct or only partially answer the question. Eliminate answers that are correct but do not answer the question. If you know for sure that one response is not true, eliminate "all of the above" as a possible answer. 
Look for Clue Words and Numbers 
The following clues apply to many multiple choice questions. 
· If two answers are opposites, one of them is probably correct. 
· Look for grammatical clues between the question and the choices. For example, the question and correct answer often have verbs of the same tense and have nouns and verbs that agree. 
· Underline familiar words or phrases from the lecture or textbook. 
· Be aware of degrees of correctness. With numbers and dates, one choice is usually too small or too early, and one too large or too late; these choices may be eliminated. 
· Use the content of other questions as additional clues. 

Be Wary of Multiple Answers 
Carefully evaluate "all of the above" and "none of the above" choices before selecting them. For the former, all of the responses should be correct. But if you are absolutely sure that at least two of the choices are correct, then you are probably safe in choosing "all of the above." Select the latter if you are sure at least two of the choices are incorrect. 

Do Change Answers 
Only consider changing answers after completing the entire test. And reread the directions before checking and changing answers. First check the questions that were flagged the first time through the test. Then check the other questions if time permits. Erase all changes carefully and completely, especially if the test will be graded by machine. Make sure all answers are legible and in the right place (circled, on blanks, on an answer sheet, etc.). 

READING COMPREHENSION TESTS 



Reading comprehension tests usually contain excerpts of text a few hundred words in length. Topics of the text vary widely from popular culture to natural science to current politics. Each passage is followed by several questions based on the text. The number of questions can be proportional to the length of the passages.  

Typical Reading Comprehension Questions 
Students should become familiar with the main categories of reading comprehension questions asked on standardized tests. Having these question types in mind will help to focus one's attention while reading the passages. 
Reading comprehension questions usually take one of three forms: questions based on the entire passage, questions based on sections of the passage, and questions based on particular words or sentences. Each of these is discussed and exemplified below (REFERENCE). 
· Questions Based on the Entire Passage 
Questions based on the entire reading usually target the main point of the text, author intentions, main ideas, and content. Ten types of questions based on the entire passage are given below along with sample wordings from questions. 
	QUESTION TYPE
	SAMPLE WORDING

	Main Point: 
What is the passage trying to tell you? 
	The passage is mainly concerned with ...

	Primary Purpose of Author: 
What does the author want to tell you? 
	The author's primary purpose in the passage is to ...

	Mood or Attitude of Author: 
What is the tone or attitude of the author? 
	On the basis of the passage, the author's attitude toward ___ can most accurately be termed as one of ... 

	Assumptions Made by Author: 
What assumptions are made by the author but not directly stated in the passage? 
	Which of the following is an assumption made by the author?

	Implications of Passage or Author: 
What does the author or the passage imply? 
	The author implies that ___ is ...

	Applications of Main Ideas: 
How can you extend the main ideas of the passage? 
	The author provides information that would answer all of the following questions except ... 
According to the author, ___ would lead to ... 

	Summary of Passage: 
In a few words, how would you describe the passage? What title would you give the passage? 
	Which of the following titles best summarizes the content of the passage? 
Which of the following would be the most appropriate title for the passage? 

	Content of the Passage: 
What is the passage really about? 
	Which of the following describes the content of the passage?

	Inferences: 
What can you infer from the passage as a whole? 
	It can be inferred from the passage that ...

	Statements With Which the Author Would Agree: 
What could you say that the author would agree with, knowing the way he/she wrote the passage? 
	With which of the following statements regarding ___ would the author probably agree?


· Questions Based on Sections of the Passage 
In order to answer questions on specific sections of the passage, one must be able to identify and understand the main points in each paragraph. Look for cue words like advantages, disadvantages, similarities, differences, in contrast with, in comparison to, most importantly, primarily, and on the other hand. 
Questions based on portions of the text usually deal with inferences, applications, and implications of the information. Six types of questions based on sections of the passage along with sample wordings from questions are given in the following table. 
	QUESTION TYPE
	SAMPLE WORDING

	Inferences: 
What can you infer from specific sections in the passage? 
	It can be inferred that the ancient's atomic theory was primarily based on ...

	Applications: 
How can you apply information in specific sections of the passage to other areas? 
	The author provides information that answers which of the following questions?

	What Precedes or Follows Passage: 
What do you think was written right before the passage or right after the passage? 
	It can be inferred that in the paragraphs immediately preceding the passage, the author discussed ...

	Stated Ideas: 
Can you find in the passage a specific reference to a stated idea? 
	According to the passage, blacks were denied entrance into anti-slavery societies because ...

	Implications: 
What is implied by a section in the passage? 
	The author implies that many American's devotion to the ideal of justice is ... 
In describing American attitudes about the land (lines 7-8), the author implies that ... 

	Tone or Mood: 
What is the tone or mood of a section of the passage? 
	At the conclusion of the passage, the author's tone is one of ...


· Questions Based on Words, Phrases or Sentences 
Specific details and pieces of information may be the subject of test questions. The content itself is not usually the subject of questions. Rather, the reasons for using the information or the meanings of the information are usually the subject of questions. 
Two types of questions based on words, phrases, or sentences are listed in the following table along with sample wordings from questions. 
	QUESTION TYPE
	SAMPLE WORDING

	Reason for Use: 
Why are certain words, phrases, or sentences mentioned or used in the passage? 
	The author mentions Newton's Principles in order to ...

	Meaning of a Word or Phrase: 
What is the meaning of a certain word, phrase, or sentence in the passage? 
	The enemy referred to in the last sentence is probably ... 
According to the author, the words in the Declaration of Independence, "all men are created equal," are meant to represent ... 
By "this skepticism" (line 35), the author means ... 


Practice Reading Skills 
One of the best ways to prepare for reading comprehension tests is to practice. It is relatively easy to find reading materials appropriate for standardized test preparation. One might also work with a buddy, finding passages and making up questions for each other. 
Locate passages of text about three to six paragraphs in length from the following sources: newspaper stories, newspaper editorials, newspaper political columns, essays and columns in news magazines like Time or Newsweek, science fact magazines, encyclopedia articles, nonfiction books, and general interest magazines like Reader's Digest. 
Read a passage, keeping in mind the common types of standardized test questions discussed previously. After completing the reading, make up questions based on the entire passage, on sections of the passage, and on specific words or sentences. Then answer your own questions. 
An example of practicing reading comprehension is outlined below. Questions and answers follow the sample passage of text (REFERENCE). 
· Sample Passage 
"We should also know that 'greed' has little to do with the environmental crisis. The two main causes are population pressures, especially the pressures of large metropolitan populations, and the desire - a highly commendable one - to bring a decent living at the lowest possible cost to the largest possible number of people." 
"The environmental crisis is the result of success - success in cutting down the mortality of infants (which has given us the population explosion), success in raising farm output sufficiently to prevent mass famine (which has given us contamination by pesticides and chemical fertilizers), success in getting the people out of the tenements of the 19th-century cities and into the greenery and privacy of the single-family home in the suburbs (which has given us urban sprawl and traffic jams). The environmental crisis, in other words, is largely the result of doing too much of the right sort of thing." 
"To overcome the problems that success always creates, one must build on it. But where to start? Cleaning up the environment requires determined, sustained effort with clear targets and deadlines. It requires, above all, concentration of effort. Up to now we have tried to do it in the headlines - when what we ought to do first is draw up a list of priorities." 
· Sample Questions 
1. This passage assumes the desirability of 
(a) using atomic energy to conserve fuel. 
(b) living in comfortable family lifestyles. 
(c) settling disputes peacefully. 
(d) combating cancer and heart disease with energetic research. 
(e) having greater government involvement in people's daily lives. 
2. According to this passage, one early step in any effort to improve the environment would be to 
(a) return to the exclusive use of natural fertilizers. 
(b) put a high tax on profiteering industries. 
(c) ban the use of automobiles in the cities. 
(d) study successful efforts in other countries. 
(e) set up a time table for corrective actions. 
3. The passage indicates that the conditions that led to overcrowded roads also brought about 
(a) more attractive living conditions for many people. 
(b) a healthier younger generation. 
(c) greater occupational opportunities. 
(d) the population explosion. 
(e) greater concentration of population pressures. 
4. It could be logically assumed that the author of this passage would support legislation to 
(a) ban the use of all pesticides. 
(b) prevent the use of autos in cities. 
(c) build additional power plants. 
(d) organize an agency to oversee efforts to deal with environmental problems. 
(e) restrict press coverage of protests. 
· Answers to Sample Questions 
1. Choice (b) is correct because the author discusses people leaving urban tenements to live in more attractive suburban homes. The other choices are not mentioned in the passage. 
2. Choice (e) is correct because the author argues for "clear targets and deadlines." The other choices are not mentioned in the passage. 
3. Choice (a) is correct because life in the suburbs lead to traffic problems. The other choices are not mentioned in relation to overcrowded roads. 
4. Choice (d) is correct because the author argues for directed and concentrated efforts to deal with environmental problems. The first choice is not correct because the author only indicates that pollution from pesticides is an outgrowth of modern agricultural practices. Choices (b) and (c) are not justified by the content of the passage. The author would probably welcome more press coverage as long as this is not the only form of action against environmental problems, so the last choice is not correct. 

Other Strategies for Standardized Reading Test Preparation 
Additional strategies for improving reading comprehension on standardized tests include underlining key words and numbering the main ideas or key points as one reads a passage. One also may choose to write very brief annotations in the margins while reading. The key to these strategies is to keep it brief so valuable time is not wasted. 
One should work quickly while completing reading comprehension questions. The easier passages are usually given first, so don't skip them. Don't skip questions after reading a passage since this wastes time. 
Check each answer after selecting it. Are all parts of the question answered? Is the answer contained in the text? 
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