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Writing Good Multiple-Choice Questions

If your goal is to irritate or baffle a test-taker, ask a question with no right answer:


1.
What is the single most important principle to follow when setting measurable goals?


A.
identify a way to measure progress toward the objective


B.
define criteria for success


*C.
both A and B


D.
none of the above

Anyone who reads this question carefully has no chance of getting it right. The question asks test-takers to choose a single principle, but the correct answer is “both.” 

Avoid Signaling the Correct Answer

Besides being self-contradictory, the example violates several other guidelines for writing good items. For example, a word from the question also appears in a possible answer. The repetition of measure provides a cue that signals the correct answer. 

Hint: If anything from the question must be repeated, the word(s) should be used in more than one possible answer.

Another problem is that the possible responses are different lengths. Test-takers tend to assume that the longest answer is correct, and they’re usually right. Another cue to the right answer is different levels of detail: correct answers are usually more specific. A savvy test-taker could guess the right answer to Question 2 simply by noticing that the last choice is both the longest and most specific.


2.
A cue is  


A.
usually a mistake.


B.
helpful to test-takers.


C.
a misspelling of clue.


*D.
information in a test item that learners can use to deduce the correct answer.

Hint: If you cannot make possible responses all the same length, make the difference less obvious by arranging them from shortest to longest.

Focus the Question

Another important guideline is to include as much information in the stem as possible. Question 3, which is unfocused, forces test-takers to read the  answers before they can identify the question. Question 4 tests the same concept, but states the central idea up front.


3.
When writing test items, 


A.
include the same amount of detail in all the distractors.


B.
avoid repeating words from the question in one distractor.


C.
arrange answers of different length from shortest to longest.


*D.
all of the above

Hint: Focusing the question allows you to shorten possible answers.




Online Tutorial

Improving your test questions. (n.d.)  Available from Center for Teaching Excellence,  University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Web site: http://www.oir.uiuc.edu/dme/exams/ITQ.html




4.

The main reason item-writers are advised not to use words from the question in responses is to


A.
keep answers short. 


*B.
avoid cuing the answer. 


C.
test learners’ vocabulary.


D.
maximize higher-order thinking. 

 Keep Items Short

It is, of course, possible to write verbose items filled with extraneous details, but experts recommend that item-writers avoid prolixity when constructing stems, answers, and distractors. Do those 26 words really say much more than “keep items short”? 

Trimming unnecessary words generally makes items easier to read, not just because they have fewer words to read, but also because they contain less irrelevant information and fewer ambiguities.

For example, is the focus of the question below the financial planner or the couple preparing for retirement? 


5.
When a high-income couple begins planning for their golden years of retirement, it is most important to


*A.
compile a complete listing of all current investments, assets, and debts.


B.
 determine the optimum balance of risk to growth potential in light of the couple’s assessed risk tolerance.


C.
seek and follow the best advice available about the tax and legal implications of estate planning.


D.
become familiar with our GoldenYears+ line, which is specifically designed for this type of couple. 

This version of the question is shorter, simpler, and clearly focused on the financial planner. (It also eliminates the “Golden Years” cue.)


6.
When helping a high-income couple plan for retirement, a financial advisor should first


*A.
determine the couple’s net worth. 


B.
assess the couple’s risk tolerance. 


C.
consult an expert on estate planning.


D.
recommend our GoldenYears+ line.

Will following these principles make every test question you write perfectly clear and valid? Wonderful as that would be, item-writing is a complex art. These basic principles help you manage those complexities by avoiding cues, focusing questions, and reducing ambiguity. 
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