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Note: Some of these tips are adapted from the book Test Success: Test-Taking Techniques for Beginning Nursing Student by P. Nugent & B. Vitale, 1993, F.A. Davis, publisher. Other suggestions are from other reading, various university web sites, and from my own experience in taking tests and writing test questions.    Keep in mind, however, that no test taking strategy can ever take the place of diligent studying.  Effective learning methods and study skills vary from person to person.  It is vital that you find out early on what your best learning style is and that you adopt an efficient regular study routine.  As a nurse, you have the responsibility to keep up with the latest developments in your field.  So studying and learning have really just begun for you.  Good luck!



Teresa Aycock
TEST TAKING STRATEGIES

I. READ THE QUESTION

A. Many times, students miss questions because they carelessly misread.

B. Read the question as is.  Avoid over analyzing or over simplifying or you will end up answering a question that exists only in your mind.  Don’t read anything into the question.

C. What is the question actually asking?

D. Paraphrase the question into your own words.

E. Try to answer before looking at the options.  

F. Even if one option matches your answer, be careful!  Each option deserves equal consideration.  

G. Be certain that the option you select actually answers the question as listed in the stem.

II. IDENTIFY KEY WORDS

A. Identify clues in the stem.  A word or phrase in the stem may provide a hint for choosing the correct answer.  A word that is a clue in the stem may be identical or similar to a word used in the correct answer.  A phrase that is a clue in the stem is usually paraphrased in or closely related to the correct answer.

B. Look for key words in the stem that indicate negative polarity, such as not, never, except, contraindicated, unacceptable, avoid, least, or others.

C. A negatively worded stem asks you to identify an exception, detect an error, or recognize a nursing action that is unacceptable or contraindicated.

D. If you read a stem and all of the options appear correct, reread the stem because you may have missed a key negative word.

III. IDENTIFY PATIENT-CENTERED OPTIONS

A. Nursing is a profession that is involved with providing both physical and emotional care to people.  Therefore the focus of the nurse’s concern should be the patient.  Items that test your ability to be patient centered tend to explore patient feelings, identify patient preference, empower the patient, afford the patient choices, or in some other way put emphasis on the patient.  Because the patient is the center of the health team, the patient is always the priority.
IV. IDENTIFY SPECIFIC DETERMINERS IN OPTIONS

A. A specific determiner is a word or statement that conveys a thought or concept that has no exceptions.  Words such as just, always, never, none, and only are absolute and easy to identify.  They place limits on a statement that would generally be considered correct.  Statements that use all-inclusive terms frequently represent broad generalizations that are usually false.  Because there are few absolutes in this world, options that contain specific determiners are usually incorrect and can be eliminated.

V. IDENTIFY OPPOSITES IN OPTIONS

A. Sometimes an item will contain two options that are opposite to each other.  They can be single words that reflect extremes on a continuum, or they can be statements that convey converse messages.  When opposites appear in the options, they must be given serious consideration.  One of them will be the correct answer, or they both can be eliminated from consideration.  When one of the opposites is the correct answer, you are being asked to differentiate between two responses that incorporate extremes of a concept or principle.  When the opposites are distracters, they are attempting to divert your attention from the correct answer.  If you correctly evaluate opposite options, you can increase your chances of selecting the correct answer to 50% because you have reduced the plausible options to two.
VI. IDENTIFY EQUALLY PLAUSIBLE AND UNIQUE OPTIONS

A. Items sometimes contain two or more options that are very similar.  It is difficult to choose between them because they are comparable.  One option is no better or worse than the other option in relation to the statement presented in the stem.  Usually equally plausible options are distracters and can be eliminated from consideration.  You have now improved your chances of selecting the correct answer to 50%.  If you find three equally plausible options when initially examining the options, then the fourth option will probably be different from the others and appear unique.  Sometimes the correct answer to a test item can sometimes be identified by using this concept of similarities and differences.
VII. IDENTIFY DUPLICATE FACTS IN OPTIONS

A. Options sometimes contain two or more facts or statements that are identical or similar.  When you can identify one part as being correct, you usually can eliminate at least two options that are distracters.  By deleting two distracters, you have increased your chances of selecting the correct answer to 50%.

VIII. IDENTIFY OPTIONS THAT DENY PATIENT FEELINGS, CONCERNS, AND NEEDS

A. Options that imply everything will be all right, deny patient feelings, change the subject raised by the patient, encourage the patient to be cheerful, or abdicate nursing responsibility to other members of the health team are usually distracters and can be eliminated from consideration.

IX. MANAGING YOUR TESTING TIME

A. Ascertain how much time you should allot for questions.  For example, if you have 90 minute to take a 50 question test, you could use 1 minute, 48 seconds for each item.  But if you allow 1 ½ minutes per question, you will have 15 minutes for review at the end.  

B. Don’t rush through.  Utilize all the time allocated for the examination.  Read the items slowly and carefully.  If you process items too quickly, you may overlook important words, become careless, or arrive at impulsive conclusions. A cautious, discriminating, judicious approach is to your advantage.  Time can be your ally rather than your adversary.

C. Answer the easy questions before the difficult ones.  By doing this, you can maximize your use of time and maintain a positive attitude.

D. When you confront a difficult item, and you have already used your allotted time to answer it and you still do not know the answer, skip over it and move on to the next one.  Make a notation on a scrap paper so you can return later to the skipped item.

X. IDENTIFY KEY WORDS IN THE STEM THAT SET A PRIORITY
A. If a question asks for the initial, the first, or the priority nursing action, the answer is usually going to be something the nurse would do for the patient.  Rank the options in importance 1-4, with #1 being the most desirable option.  If you have difficulty ranking the options, eliminate the option you believe is most wrong.  Then from the three remaining options, eliminate the next option you believe is most wrong. At this point you are down to two options and your chance of selecting the correct answer is 50%.  
XI. DIFFERENTIATE NURSING RESPONSE FROM THE PHYSICIAN’S

A. If the question calls for a nursing action but the answer you choose requires a physician’s order, double check to be sure it is the only correct response.  Only choose the physician’s order if it is the only answer that could be correct.

B. When I was in nursing school, we were told never to select the answer ‘notify the physician’.  However, there are times when this is the correct answer.  Before selecting this response, be certain that none of the other choices should be done first, before the physician is called.

XII. DRUG PROBLEMS

A. Repetition is important in math.  You learn how to solve problems by doing them, so keep practicing.  And practice a variety of types of problems in different levels of difficulty.
B. If you are nervous or have great difficulty with drug problems, do these first.  I know this contradicts doing the easy questions first, but if math is not your ‘thing’, you need to be able to work the problem without rushing.
C. Write down on a scratch piece of paper the information in the problem needed to solve it.  Many times there is more information given in math problems than is actually needed to solve them. Take out what you need to know, write it down, and forget the rest.

D. Write down exactly what the problem is asking for—mg? ml? rate?  And circle it so you remember this is your goal.

E.  First, look to see if you can use the simple formula of dose desired divided by dose on hand times the quantity.  If not, then proceed to see how the problem must be solved.  

F. Recheck what the question is actually asking for before you submit your answer.  And always, always, always double check your math calculations. 
XIII. STRATEGIES TO ANSWER DIFFICULT QUESTIONS

A. Don’t panic if you see a question you did not anticipate.  Use everything you know to analyze the question and create a logical answer.

B. Give each option the ‘true-false’ test.  Is it a true statement and plausible answer?

C. Question options that grammatically don’t fit with the stem.

D. Question options that are totally unfamiliar to you.

E. Beware of double negatives.  These create the equivalent positive statement.

F. If the answer choices are numbers, beware of the highest and lowest options.  Carefully consider before choosing one of these.

G. Options that contain qualifiers are usually good choices.  The result is longer, more inclusive items that better fill the role of the answer.

H. Remember that you are looking for the best answer, not only a correct one and not one which must be true all of the time, in all cases, and without exception.

I. If two alternatives seem correct, compare them for differences, and then refer to the stem to find the best answer.

J. Be sure you do return to any skipped item and answer it, even if it is just an educated guess. (So long as there is no penalty for guessing.)  Random selection of one of four answers gives you a 25% chance of getting it correct while leaving it blank gives you no chance of getting it correct. If you guess at an answer, check your guess against what you already know and against what your logical reasoning tells you.

K. If after careful consideration you cannot even make an educated guess, choose B.  Statistically speaking, more correct answers are option B.  But remember, this is a last ditch effort only.

L. Review the test when you finish it.  Change answers to questions if you originally misread them or if you encountered elsewhere in the test that indicates that your first choice is incorrect.  Otherwise, go with your first instinct.

XIV. PREPARE WELL THEN KEEP THE FAITH

A. Study well in advance then review just before the test

B. Get a good night’s sleep before test day

C. Eat a good breakfast—low blood sugar dulls your recall.

D. Maintain a positive mental attitude.

E. Show up for the test early.  Being late increases your anxiety.
AND PRAYING IS A GOOD IDEA, TOO!
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