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Recognizing Traps Strategy: Informing Future
Doctors MCAT Program

Link to the test taking strategy video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hKQXzStxNKs

We’ve all heard people tell us that, “there’s no such thing as a trick question,” and “the

AAMC doesn’t want you to miss questions on the MCAT,” but those just aren’t true. There

are inevitably questions that are misleading and answer choices that are purposefully

distracting. That’s the nature of  testing and of  selecting future doctors that have an

attention to detail.

The MCAT will try to throw you off  by playing on human psychology to throw off  either your

timing or your confidence. They do this in one of  a few ways:

1. Time Traps

a. The MCAT is filled with information you do not have to know to get the

questions correct. This pops up in the passages, in the answer choices, and in

the questions. Make sure to stick to your strategies and remember, you don’t

have to know everything to get the question right. You just need to know the

basic sciences well, and then be able to apply them. For help on sticking to just

the sciences of  a passage, check out our strategy called the Flowchart Method.

And for help inside of  answer choices, check out our strategy video called

Simplifying the Question Stem where Maggie shows you how pinpoint what

exactly they want you to know.

2. Absolute Answer Choices

a. Absolute answer choices are those that don’t allow for wiggle room. They

generally contain strong words like, “never”, “always”, or “only”. These answer

choices are generally not correct (although they can be) because they are quite

literally saying that the alternative is impossible.
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i. The MCAT oftentimes makes these answer choices attractive by leaning

into an obvious thought process but adding in one of  these “absolute”

words.

1. Ex: Glutamate always acts as an acid. The truth is that Glutamate is

learned as an “acidic amino acid” and within the body, it’s usually

behaving as an acid. However, it is theoretically possible to modify

the pH of  the surroundings to the extent that Glutamate will be

accepting a proton AKA acting as a base.
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3. Namedropping

a. Namedropping is when the MCAT uses a familiar word or phrase from the

passage to make an answer choice sound attractive. Students that fall for this

answer choice are generally picking answers off  what “feels right” rather than

what they can logically and scientifically reason to.

i. Namedropping is very prominent in the CARS section of  the exam. I want

to emphasize: Namedropping is not a reason that an answer choice is

wrong, it is a reason that an answer choice is attractive. Therefore, an

answer choice can include namedropping and still be correct, it is just

rare.
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ii.

4. Cop-outs (True, but Irrelevant)

a. Cop-out answer choices are those that are technically true statements but do

not answer the question being asked. I call them Cop-outs because the

students that pick these answer choices are too scared of  being wrong and

Cop-out answer choices generally seem safe. Remember, the MCAT is not

always asking you which of  these statements is true. It’s asking which one of

these statements best answers the question being asked.
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