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This myth is widespread among students, and is also endorsed by some professors and test preparation
companies. It is a good myth to address early in the introductory course — perhaps even in the first week
— for a few reasons. It provides an opportunity to introduce a systematic and scientific critical thinking
model. It will provide immediate benefits to students if your course includes multiple choice quizzes and
exams.

Another advantage of addressing this myth early in the course is that the outcome of the students’
evidence analysis is likely to be clear-cut and easy to understand.

When students search for evidence in support of the myth, they will find most of that information
accompanied by evidence to the contrary (this is not always the case in other units). So it should be easy
for them to gather evidence for and against the myth at the same time, thus allowing the unit to be



completed in two sessions rather than three. Given that your first class session of the term is probably
devoted to basic course organization and other introductory remarks, the only myth-related content you
will need to present can come at the end when you assign the relevant readings and research tasks.

Suggested reading assignments for this unit.
Incorporate textbook sections that cover:

1. critical thinking, hypothesis-testing, and types of research methods (usually found in the
introductory or research methods chapter);

2. unrealistic optimism and overconfidence (usually found in cognition and social psychology
chapters); and

3. outcomes of intuitive versus thoughtful decision-making, and on heuristics (particularly the
availability heuristic) that render our previous bad decisions especially memorable and likely to
motivate avoidance strategies (usually found in the cognition and/or memory chapters).

(Notice that these are not entire textbook chapters, but chapter sections that are most likely to engage
students’ interest and focus their attention on the psychological science directly associated with each
unit’s high-interest myth. You can of course encourage students to read beyond the assignment if they
wish.)

Here are some of the sources your students are likely to find when you ask them to collect evidence in
favor of this unit’s myth. We suggest that you let the students find these and other sources on their own,
but remind them to look at the references cited in each source, not just the sources themselves.
Developing the habit of following a chain of sources can help hone your students’ research skills.

Why You Often Shouldn’t Change Your Answer
Your Guide to College Success: Strategies for Achieving Your Goals, page 297
Introduction to Sociology: A Word to the Student
Test Success: Test-Taking Techniques for Beginning Nursing Students, 7th Edition. (F.A. Davis,
2015)
Changing Answers During Exam and Getting Them Wrong — Kicking Myself in the Head (blog
post)
It’s Best to Stick With Your Initial “Gut” Hunch, The Psychology Of, Haverford College
Multiple Choice Test Taking Tips, TestTakingTips.com
Why We’re Right to Trust Our Gut Instincts: Scientists Discover the First Decision is the Right
One, Daily Mail . 2011
Ballance, C. T. (1977). Students’ expectations and their answer-changing behavior.
Psychological Reports, 41, 163–166
Archer, N., Pippert, R. (1962). Don’t change the answer! The Clearing House, 37, 39–41.
Benjamin, L. T., Jr., Cavell, T. A., & Shallenberger, W. R., III. (1984). Staying with initial
answers on objective tests: Is it a myth? Teaching of Psychology, 11, 133–141

Here are some sources where students are likely to find evidence that refutes the unit myth. Again, we
suggest that you let the students find these and other sources on their own and that you remind them to
use the references sections in each source to identify additional sources of evidence and thus expand
their exploration.

https://forums.studentdoctor.net/threads/strategy-post-why-you-often-shouldnt-change-your-answer.1247908/
https://books.google.com/books?id=g4rzloh6VSYC&pg=PT316&lpg=PT316&dq=IS+IT+BETTER+TO+CHANGE+YOUR+TEST+ANSWER&source=bl&ots=Gj_YsLWAmm&sig=m1VWJpzWb0qe05M2gP9OCkl41kg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiuq7ihytPZAhWMtlkKHdmgBws4ChDoAQhSMAY#v=onepage&q=IS%20IT%20BETTER%20TO%20CHANGE%20YOUR%20TEST%20ANSWER&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=kcIWAAAAQBAJ&pg=PR30&lpg=PR30&dq=IS+IT+BETTER+TO+CHANGE+YOUR+TEST+ANSWER&source=bl&ots=dYm8vlf5Ed&sig=KJS3drWeFp9EkYb0QcD_S2kC42E&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiuq7ihytPZAhWMtlkKHdmgBws4ChDoAQhcMAg#v=onepage&q=IS%20IT%20BETTER%20TO%20CHANGE%20YOUR%20TEST%20ANSWER&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=6Vc-CgAAQBAJ&pg=PA167&lpg=PA167&dq=IS+IT+BETTER+TO+CHANGE+YOUR+TEST+ANSWER&source=bl&ots=wIFbNY0nCs&sig=lhBxKAX3CuH118rmZLVj4uHgtCs&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiuq7ihytPZAhWMtlkKHdmgBws4ChDoAQhfMAk#v=onepage&q=IS%20IT%20BETTER%20TO%20CHANGE%20YOUR%20TEST%20ANSWER&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=6Vc-CgAAQBAJ&pg=PA167&lpg=PA167&dq=IS+IT+BETTER+TO+CHANGE+YOUR+TEST+ANSWER&source=bl&ots=wIFbNY0nCs&sig=lhBxKAX3CuH118rmZLVj4uHgtCs&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiuq7ihytPZAhWMtlkKHdmgBws4ChDoAQhfMAk#v=onepage&q=IS%20IT%20BETTER%20TO%20CHANGE%20YOUR%20TEST%20ANSWER&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=6Vc-CgAAQBAJ&pg=PA167&lpg=PA167&dq=IS+IT+BETTER+TO+CHANGE+YOUR+TEST+ANSWER&source=bl&ots=wIFbNY0nCs&sig=lhBxKAX3CuH118rmZLVj4uHgtCs&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiuq7ihytPZAhWMtlkKHdmgBws4ChDoAQhfMAk#v=onepage&q=IS%20IT%20BETTER%20TO%20CHANGE%20YOUR%20TEST%20ANSWER&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=6Vc-CgAAQBAJ&pg=PA167&lpg=PA167&dq=IS+IT+BETTER+TO+CHANGE+YOUR+TEST+ANSWER&source=bl&ots=wIFbNY0nCs&sig=lhBxKAX3CuH118rmZLVj4uHgtCs&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiuq7ihytPZAhWMtlkKHdmgBws4ChDoAQhfMAk#v=onepage&q=IS%20IT%20BETTER%20TO%20CHANGE%20YOUR%20TEST%20ANSWER&f=false
https://www.another71.com/cpa-exam-forum/topic/changing-answers-during-exam-and-getting-them-wrong-kicking-myself-in-the-head/
https://www.another71.com/cpa-exam-forum/topic/changing-answers-during-exam-and-getting-them-wrong-kicking-myself-in-the-head/
https://sites.google.com/a/haverford.edu/the-psychology-of/publica/it-s-best-to-stick-with-your-initial-gut-hunch
https://www.testtakingtips.com/test/multiple.htm
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2031848/Why-right-trust-gut-instincts-Scientists-discover-decision-IS-right-one.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2031848/Why-right-trust-gut-instincts-Scientists-discover-decision-IS-right-one.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2031848/Why-right-trust-gut-instincts-Scientists-discover-decision-IS-right-one.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2031848/Why-right-trust-gut-instincts-Scientists-discover-decision-IS-right-one.html
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Here is a suggested outline for a capstone lecture/discussion that you can conduct once the students have
completed their final deliberatons and drawn their conclusions about the unit topic. (This segment of the
unit would normally occupy most of the final day of the unit, but if the unit was completed in only two
sessions, there might only be 20-30 minutes available for capstones.)

A. Highlight Scientific Thinking Processes
If at this point you have not already presented a general outline or plan for critical thinking, your
capstone lecture/discussion is a good place to do so. Many such outlines and plans appear in
introductory psychology textbooks. Here is five-step version that is especially compatible with the
lesson plans presented in this Repurposing Introductory Psychology Project. You might want to present
this critical thinking plan (or one like it) and ask your students to identify how the steps they took in
addressing the unit’s topic relate to the steps outlined in the plan:

1.  What am I being asked to believe or accept?
2.  What evidence is available to support the assertion?
3.  Are there alternative ways of interpreting that evidence?
4.  What additional evidence would help to evaluate those alternatives?
5.  What conclusions are most reasonable given the evidence available so far?

B. Highlight Some Research in Psychological Science That is Related to the Unit Topic

Unrealistic optimism
 Many students, like many people in general, tend to be overly optimistic about their skills, abilities, and
level of performance (e.g., Sheppard et al., 2015). Among other things, this tendency leads them to
overestimate how many correct answers they choose on multiple choice tests (e.g., Pressley & Ghatala,
1988). If this overestimation is operating, a student might easily assume that changing an answer is
likely to be a mistake.

Pressley, M., & Ghatala, E. S. (1988). Delusions about performance on multiple-choice comprehension
tests. Reading Research Quarterly, 23, 454-464.

Shepperd, J.A., Waters, E.A., Weinstein, N.D., & Klein, W.M.P. (2015). A primer on unrealistic
optimism. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 24, 232-237.

https://collegeinfogeek.com/changing-answers-on-tests/
https://www.spring.org.uk/2012/02/multiple-choice-tests-why-sticking-with-your-first-answer-is-probably-wrong.php
http://masteringmultiplechoice.com/2009/09/should-you-change-your-answers-on-multiple-choice-tests/
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/busting-myths-in-psychological-science


 Memory for failure vs. success
Students tend to more vividly remember times when they changed right answers to wrong ones than the
other way around (Kruger, Wirtz, & Miller, 2005). This tendency is part of a more general tendency for
failures and errors to be especially memorable. This tendency may be stronger for students with certain
personality traits such as high neuroticism (e.g., Denkova, Dolcos, & Dolcos, 2012).

Denkova, E., Dolcos, S., & Dolcos, F. (2012). Reliving emotional personal memories: Affective biases
linked to personality and sex-related differences. Emotion, 12, 515-528.

Kruger, J., Wirtz, D., & Miller, D.T. (2005). Counterfactual thinking and the first instinct fallacy. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 725-735.

Ferguson, K.J., Kreiter, C.D., Peterson, M.W., Rowat, J.A., & Elliott, S.T. (2002). Is that your final
answer? Relationship of changed answers to overall performance on a computer-based medical school
course examination. Teaching and Learning in Medicine, 14, 20-23.

Role of the availability heuristic in decision-making
People use the availability heuristic when they judge the likelihood of an event or the correctness of a
hypothesis by how easy it is to think of that event or hypothesis (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). In other
words, they tend to choose the hypothesis or predict the event that is most mentally “available,” much as
they might select the box of cereal that happens to be at the front of the supermarket shelf. Although the
availability heuristic tends to work well, it can lead to biased judgments — especially when the mental
availability of events doesn’t match their actual frequency (Morewedge, Gilbert, & Wilson, 2005). For
example, news reports about shark attacks, urban shootings, and bad reactions to vaccines lead many
people to overestimate how often these memorable but relatively rare events actually occur (Courtenay,
Smith, & Gladstone, 2012; Ungemach, Chater, & Stewart, 2009). As a result, people may suffer undue
anxiety over swimming in the ocean, being in certain cities, or having their children vaccinated (Bellaby,
2003).

Bellaby, P. (2003). Communication and miscommunication of risk: Understanding UK parents’
attitudes to combined MMR vaccination. British Medical Journal, 327, 725–728

Courtenay, G., Smith, D. R., & Gladstone, W. (2012). Occupational health issues in marine and
freshwater research. Journal of Occupational Medicine & Toxicology, 7, 1–11

Morewedge, C. K., Gilbert, D. T., & Wilson, T. D. (2005). The least likely of times: How remembering
the past biases forecasts of the future. Psychological Science, 16, 626–630

Ungemach, C., Chater, N., & Stewart, N. (2009). Are probabilities overweighted or underweighted when
rare outcomes are experienced (rarely)? Psychological Science, 20, 473–479

The desire to avoid regret
The desire to avoid regret over bad decisions can lead people to behave irrationally in many situations.
For example, if your checkout line at the grocery store is moving slower than others, you may hesitate to
change lines because you may recall a time when you did so and someone in front of you in the new line
caused even greater delays (Miller & Taylor, 1995). The same effect has been studied in relation to



lottery tickets (e.g., Bar-Hillel & Neter, 1996; Risen & Gilovich, 2007; van de Ven & Zeelenberg,
2011). When people in laboratory studies are given lottery tickets and then offered the chance to
exchange them for another one, most refuse to do so, even if given a small amount of money to do so.
The thought of losing a big prize, no matter how unlikely that loss might be, tends to lead people to
behave in conflict with their best interests.

Bar-Hillel, M., & Neter, E. (1996). Why are people reluctant to exchange lottery tickets? Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 70, 17–27.

Miller, D. T., & Taylor, B. R. (1995). Counterfactual thought, regret, and superstition: How to avoid
kicking yourself. In N. J. Roese & J. M. Olson (Eds.), What might have been: The social psychology of
counterfactual thinking (pp. 305–332). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Risen, J.L. & Gilovich, T. (2007). Another look at why people are reluctant to exchange lottery tickets. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 93, 12–22.

van de Ven, N. & Zeelenberg, M. (2011). Regret aversion and the reluctance to exchange lottery tickets. 
Journal of Economic Psychology, 32, 194–200.

Remember to give the next unit’s reading and research assignments at the conclusion of your capstone
lecture/discussion.
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