Answering Free-Response Questions: Tips for Students 

Do not restate the question.
The exam readers know the question, and you should not waste time restating it. Get straight to the point. 

Use correct terminology.
For example, the market demand curve for a product should not be called the aggregate demand curve, a macroeconomic concept that relates desired aggregate expenditures at different price levels. Learn and use the correct language of microeconomics. 

If the question requires you to draw a graph, you must do so to receive full credit.
Even if a graph is not required, it may be to your advantage to draw one anyway. Often students use the wrong economic terminology, but clearly indicate they understand what is happening by using a correct graph. On the other hand, graphs are not magical tools that ensure high scores; they are useful tools in making arguments, but they don't stand alone. It is important that the story the graphs tell is explained. 

Draw and label graphs accurately.
Be sure to demonstrate your understanding of cost and revenue curves by drawing them accurately in relationship to each other. You must also accurately explain the relationship of each to the other. You must be able to explain, in detail, the sequence of events that lead to changes in price and quantity, both in the short and long run, by including references to the supply and demand curves, their shifts, and effects on price and quantity. 

It is also important that you discern which curves need to be drawn to answer a given free response question, even if the curves are not listed as a part of the question. For example, if the question asks for a profit-maximizing price and quantity, as well as an area of profit or loss, then you must know which curves are needed to determine the answers. 

Label graphs clearly, correctly, and fully.
Points are lost when readers can't figure out what you're trying to explain with a graph that isn't labeled correctly. So, take particular care to label each axis and to identify each curve on the graph. Changes in curves should be indicated clearly with arrows or with some clear sequencing, such as showing a change in aggregate supply with AS and AS' or AS1 and AS2. 

Use the same outline numbers or letters from the question in your answer, and answer them in the same order.
This helps the faculty consultant know where to look for specific answers to specific parts of the question. It also helps you remember to include all parts of the question in your answer. 

Many free-response questions are divided into parts such as (a), (b), (c), and (d), with each part calling for a different response. Credit for each of these parts is awarded independently, so you should attempt to answer them all. If the answer to a later part of a question depends on the answer to an earlier part, you may still be able to receive full credit for the later part, even if the earlier answer is wrong. For example, you may receive no credit for your answer to part (a), but still receive full credit for parts (b), (c), and (d), as long as these answers are logically consistent with the answer to part (a). 

The different parts of the free-response questions are presented in a logical manner; answer the parts in the order that they are asked. 

Emphasize the line of reasoning that generated your answer.
If you make an assertion such as "the price increased," explain why the price increased. 

Use the 10-minute reading period to plan your answer.
Then you will have 50 minutes to answer all three questions in the free-response segment. Spend approximately half the time (25 minutes) on the long question and divide the remaining time between the other two questions. 

Remember that you may answer the questions in any order.
For instance, you may wish to answer the question you feel most confident about first. However, be sure to indicate clearly in your answer booklet which question you are answering. 

Don't bring a calculator to the exam.
Calculators are not allowed. Problems appearing in the exams usually require only basic math skills, so practice solving such problems without the use of calculators. 
