
CVM Teaching Academy members and friends, 

 

Among the many gems in Herbert Friedman’s classic Fifty-six Laws of Good Teaching is one 

that has always resonated with me: 

 

#56:  ”Do not confuse good teaching with good examining, or good examining with 

good grading. (To teach is one thing, to examine another, to grade and evaluate yet 

another; a good teacher must master all three.)” 

 
Exactly.  And for me at least, writing and grading exams remains the single biggest challenge of 

teaching.  It’s especially challenging if you seek exams that are “tough, but fair” – and exams 

that result in genuine learning. 

 

At popular request, the CVM TA will be conducting a workshop on TEST WRITING.   Please 

save the date (April 3
rd

) on your calendar and plan to join us.  The workshop will be conducted 

by Lynn Webb, who is a testing consultant with broad and deep experience.  By all accounts, she 

will also be a fun and engaging workshop leader.   Rachel Halsey will soon be sending out a 

formal announcement.  Please RSVP. 

 

In the meantime, below is a nice set of TIPS for writing good multiple-choice questions from 

Maryellen Weimer.   I think it’s a good place to start if you use MCQ (and it’s very short).  The 

TA workshop will also address other question formats.  I love this statement in the essay:  

 

“Think of a test question as a window that you look through to see what the student 

knows and understands. If the window is dirty, streaked, cracked, or broken, that makes it 

harder to see if the student has learned what you wanted him to learn. Good test 

questions are clean windows. They don't obscure the view of what the students does and 

doesn't know.” 

 

Thanks to the many folks who have been attending this spring’s sessions.  We hope to see you at 

the Test Writing workshop as well. 

 

S 

 
 
Stephen A. Hines, DVM, PhD, DACVP 
Director, CVM Teaching Academy 
 

“Everyone leads: It takes each of us to make a difference for all of us.” 

 

 

 

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/ed067p413
http://www.vetmed.wsu.edu/teachingacademy/programs/Workshops/past/Lynn_Webb/Webb.aspx


 

March 5, 2014  

Tips for Writing Good Multiple-Choice Questions 
By Maryellen Weimer, PhD 

I remember with horror and embarrassment the first multiple-choice exam I wrote. I didn't think 

the students were taking my course all that seriously, so I decided to use the first exam to show 

just how substantive the content really was. I wrote long, complicated stems and followed them 

with multiple answer options and various combinations of them. And it worked. Students did 

poorly on the exam. I was pleased until I returned the test on what turned out to be one of the 

longest class periods of my teaching career. I desperately needed the advice that follows here.  

 Don't plan to write the whole test at once. If you do, chances are most of the 

questions will be of the "When did Columbus first visit the new world?" variety. 

 The instructions should specify whether the student is selecting the correct 

answer or the best answer. 

 Start by writing the stem first. Aim for a stem that presents a single problem and 

make it a problem related to significant content in the course. Using a verb in the 

stem helps ensure it presents a problem clearly.  

 Write the stem either as a question or an incomplete statement. Generally 

questions are preferable to statements because they make it obvious what the 

student is expected to answer. 

 State the question or statement positively, avoiding negatives. A negatively 

worded question adversely challenges even intelligent readers and students 

stressed about an exam are easily confused by them. 

 After you've crafted the stem, write the correct or best answer. Make it brief and 

clear. It shouldn't be longer than the incorrect options. 

 Now write the incorrect answers, known as distractors. Common student errors 

make good, plausible distractors. It's generally best to avoid humorous options. 

Some research shows that they don't relax students and ridiculous choices are 

obviously not the right answer so students who don't know the material are now 

guessing between fewer options. 

 Include all the words needed to answer the question in the stem. Don't repeat 

words or phrases in the distractors that could be put in the stem.  

http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-professor-blog/writing-good-multiple-choice-questions/


 Terms like "all," "never," or "always" are more often in the incorrect options than 

the correct ones. Test-wise students understand this and use it to their 

advantage. 

 Check for grammatical consistency between the stem and the options. If an 

answer option isn't grammatically correct, it doesn't sound right, and most 

students won't select it. 

 Generally avoid using "none of the above" and "all of the above" or use them 

very cautiously. If students are selecting the best answer, "all of the above" is 

obviously a wrong answer and "none of the above" is very likely a wrong answer. 

If the instructions are to pick the right answer, research has documented that 

25% of the time "all of the above" is the right answer. 

 Most test experts recommend four or five answer options. 

 When the test is complete, mark the right answers so you can be sure they are 

randomly distributed among the options. Students quickly learn if, for example, 

you tend to use "C" as your correct answer and use that knowledge when they 

don't know the answer. 

After my first multiple-choice test disaster, a colleague helped me with pointers like these. He 

also told me something else that has stuck with me. Think of a test question as a window that 

you look through to see what the student knows and understands. If the window is dirty, 

streaked, cracked, or broken, that makes it harder to see if the student has learned what you 

wanted him to learn. Good test questions are clean windows. They don't obscure the view of 

what the students does and doesn't know.  

 

Despite good advice and a commitment to writing good multiple-choice questions, it is still 

possible to write the occasional bad one. It's a bad question when a sizeable percentage of 

students miss the question and when a sizeable percentage of those with the highest scores on 

the exam (or in the class) are missing the question. At this point, it's best to be honest. You 

don't lose credibility with students if you toss out a question now and then. You lose a lot of 

credibility if you stand by questions that, although perfectly clear to you, confused and misled 

the masses.  

 

References: I used a Kansas State IDEA paper and the Jacobs and Chase book, Developing and Using 

Tests Effectively to compile this list. Complete references to both appear in last week's post   

Examining Your Multiple-Choice Questions 

SAH:  The previous week’s post is also very worthy of a read! 

. 

 

 

 

http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-professor-blog/examining-multiple-choice-questions/

