Checklist/Rules for Writing Multiple Choice Items 

1. Make sure that the stem poses a problem that is complete enough so that students know what they are expected to do before reading the alternatives.
Examples:

As Maria walked with her father, she found that she felt awkward and didn't want to tell him about her feelings, her thoughts, her ideas.  They had always talked before.  What happened?  Why had he changed?  He was only gone a short time, and yet there was something different about him.  Maria wondered if she was the one who had changed.  Had she grown apart from him in these past few months?

Poor:  The main idea of this paragraph


A.  is provided in the first sentence.


B.  is that people change.


C.  is not well developed.

Better:   What is the main idea of this paragraph?


A.  Maria is confused about her relationship with her father.


B.  Maria and her father go for a walk.


C.  Maria and her father were once best friends but he has changed.

2. Stems should pose narrowly focused ideas so that answer choices can be structurally or conceptually parallel.
Examples:

Poor:  A topic sentence


A.  always comes first in a paragraph.


B.  must have supporting sentences.



C.  is not essential for writing.


Better:  What is the function of a topic sentence?


A.  to tell what the paragraph is about.


B.  to summarize the information in the paragraph.



C.  to give details about the topic.


3. Avoid the use of negatives.  Students sometimes overlook the "not" in a stem.  If it most be used be sure it is boldfaced and/or capitalized (i.e. NOT).
4. Ensure that all answers are parallel in length, grammar, conceptual difficulty, and syntactic construction.
Examples:  (Assume the first two items are assessing reading comprehension of some book)

Poor:  What was Jane's first activity on the cold, wintry, morning?


A.  go for fresh water.


B.  a dash around the yard.



C.  eating a good breakfast.



D.  to gather fire wood.

Better:  What was Jane's first activity on the cold, wintry, morning?


A.  going for fresh water.


B.  dashing around the yard.



C.  eating a good breakfast.



D.  gathering fire wood

Poor:  What was Huck struggling with as he and Jim moved down the river?


A.  He wanted to help Jim, but he was afraid to break the law.


B.  He was lost.



C.  He turned the King into the Sheriff and felt guilty.



D.  His father was after him.

Better:  What was Huck struggling with as he and Jim moved down the river?


A.  He wanted to help Jim, but he knew it was against the law.


B.  He thought he had killed his father and was afraid he'd get caught.



C.  He turned the King into the Sheriff and felt guilty.



D.  His thought he was lost but he was afraid to tell Jim.

Poor:
The part of the flower that holds the eggs is called an


A.  stamen.


B.  ovary.



C.  pistil.

Better:
The part of the flower that holds the eggs is called 


A.  a stamen.


B.  an ovary.



C.  a pistil.

5. Write the correct response with no irrelevant clues such as making the correct response longer, more elaborate, more general, or more technical.  Also, using words such as usually, some, and generally, which are clues to the correct answer; while using words such as never and always are clues to the incorrect answer.

6. Write the distractors to be plausible yet clearly wrong.  Distractors are useless if they are so obviously wrong that students would not even consider them.  Common misconceptions or errors typically make good distractors. 

Examples:  
Poor:  Which of the following is the largest city in the United States?


A.  Michigan.


B.  London



C.  New York



D.  Berlin

Better:  Which of the following is the largest city in the United States?


A.  Los Angeles


B.  Chicago



C.  New York



D.  Miami

7. Do NOT create distractors that are partially correct or that overlap with the correct answer.
8. Do NOT use options such as “all of the above” or “a and b”, which make items unnecessarily difficult for students.

9. Use oral directions for poor readers.
10. Use capital letters to denote answer choices.  These are easier for students with reading problems to decode.

Create as many answer choices as are reasonable.  If you cannot reasonably create more than 3 distractors do NOT force more to create a four item test.  There is nothing magical about four or five answer choices. 

