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If you’ve ever had a nightmare experience with a multiple choice exam, 
it was probably because you didn’t prepare properly for the right type of 
question. 

There are 3 general types of multiple choice questions: 

1. Straight Recall of Facts 
    What they test: Simple knowledge 
    How to prepare: Memorize terms, definitions and facts 
    Level of difficulty: Easiest 

2. Understanding of Details 
    What they test: How details and basic facts relate to concepts 
    How to prepare: Expand on the foundation facts and evidence and 
     know how they link to the concept 
    Level of difficulty: Medium 

3. Application of Knowledge 
    What they test: Understanding of how theory and evidence relate to 
     each other, and your ability to apply it under hypothetical situations. 
    How to prepare: Memorize the facts; expand on the connections 
     between the concept and facts; apply to your own hypothetical       
     situations where you’ve changed the circumstances 
    Level of difficulty: Most challenging 

Don’t waste time and effort by preparing for the wrong type of question. 
Depending on your level of study, straight memorization of facts is often 
not sufficient.** 
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Essay questions are often worth significant marks in exams, and that 
reflects the amount of preparation you should devote to them. 

Which of the topics and themes in your course or subject were given 
the most emphasis? At a minimum, you should be prepared to answer 
questions about those major areas. 

Understand how the overall ideas and foundation evidence and details 
are connected. Once you’ve done that, here’s a framework to follow: 

1. Create your own essay questions 
Common requirements are to elaborate, compare or evaluate themes, 
topics and ideas, so that’s a good place to start. 

2. State the purpose or argument of your answer 
There are many ‘instruction’ words used in essay questions. Analyze, 
compare, discuss, evaluate or illustrate are some examples. Be clear 
about how they shape your essay, and communicate that purpose in an 
opening statement. 

3. Write the main points supporting your argument 
Identify the 3 or 4 main points that will defend or support your opening 
statement. Place them in a logical order and specify a topic and 
purpose for each point. 

4. Consolidate facts and evidence supporting your main points 
For each main point, add evidence and relevant facts to the topic and 
purpose. This might include examples, statistics, case studies, quotes or 
visuals. Using mind maps and charts can help organize your 
information into a structured outline. 
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5. Write a complete essay 
Using the outline you’ve created, write a complete essay, expanding on 
your main points and arguments. 

In an ideal world you’ll prepare draft essays for all the main topics and 
themes in your subject or course. 

To prioritize your time, first ensure you’ve created and memorized 
outlines for all the topics and the questions you created. Walking into 
an exam with a solid essay outline will put you in a strong position, even 
if you haven’t practiced draft essays. 
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When you’re preparing for problem-type questions, the biggest mistake 
to avoid is only reading through example questions or theory. You have 
to engage your brain and writing hand and do as many practice 
problems as you can. 

Look for the underlying concepts between problems and use mind 
maps to organize different types of problems according to the related 
concept. Then you’ll understand why and when you should approach a 
problem differently. 

Find practice problems wherever you can – old exams are best, but 
you’ll find them in your textbook, assignments, homework and class 
material too. 

The precise approach will vary between subjects, but try to: 

1. Confirm precisely what is known, unknown and what is required 
2. Translate the question into your own words to ensure you 
understand it 
3. Describe the question using an illustration or diagram to help 
visualize the problem in your mind 
4. Look for similarities and differences between past problems 
5. Plan how to solve the problem. Outline the required steps; any 
formulas, values or data you’ll need to collect 
6. Solve the problem 
7. Review the problem. Create a summary sheet and note the related 
concept and formulas for future questions. Also include a simple 
example and a list of knowns and unknowns to differentiate potential 
problems or concepts. 
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The goal of short answer questions is to give concise but high value
answers. Avoid being too broad and giving insufficient evidence, or 
lacking focus and giving too much evidence. It’s all about balance. 

Be clear on the connections between concepts, detailed terms and their 
definitions, and supporting evidence. Using mind maps or diagrams can 
help visualize the links and relationships. 

Apply the basic principles of memorization to remember terms and 
definitions. 

Practice creating and answering your own questions like a mini-essay.

    1. Recognize the instruction word 
    2. Focus your answer with a topic and purpose 
    3. Add evidence and relevant facts. 
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To prepare for an exam and perform successfully requires study skills 
(tactics) and an overall plan-of-attack (strategy). 

The most important strategy is implementing the 80/20 Rule or Pareto’s 
Principle. 

Where possible, identify 3 things: 
• Which topics will have the most emphasis or weight in the exam? 
• Which section of the exam is worth the most? 
• Will preparing for one type of question also help prepare for another 
   too? 

For example, preparing effectively for essay questions may also help 
prepare for short answer questions. Short answer questions may help 
prepare for multiple choice questions. 

Whether you have one day or one month before your exam, start by 
focusing on the most important topics and types of questions. What will 
be most valuable in the exam? 
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“Strategy without tactics is the slowest route 
to victory. Tactics without strategy is the 

noise before defeat.” 
Sun Tzu.
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The goal is to be deeply prepared in the highest value areas rather than 
superficially prepared in all areas. 

After that starting point, if time permits, you can then broaden your focus 
to wider topics. 

With your strategy in place, it’s time for specific tactics. 

Watch this video for the study skills recommended by academic research 
- https://www.memorize.academy/blog/how-to-study 
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**For simple multiple choice exams that are based on memorization, be 
clear on the difference between recognition and recall and  

the basic principles of effective memorization. 

 
 
 

If you think this guide is valuable, please share it with your friends - 
they'll thank you for the great advice :) 
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