‘Bare bones’ multiple choice question item writing guide
Question format
Items should be written in SINGLE POSITIVE ANSWER format only.  
Item types not allowed

Do not write questions that are negatively written – e.g. ‘all of the following EXCEPT” or “which of the following is NOT..” 
Do not write questions that include ‘all of the above’ or ‘none of the above’ , ‘a, b and c’  etc  as options. 
Item terminology

1. Stem = background information on case and images

2. Lead in statement = the question based on the case e.g. What is the best interpretation of these images?
3. Distractors = the wrong answers
4. Key = the right answer
Question content
1. Is this knowledge or application of knowledge that is important for the examinee to know or is it a trivial fact?  Ask yourself: would not knowing this impair the examinees ability to practice good medicine?
2. Is this question testing recall of a fact, interpretation of images/data or application of knowledge?  The NMBE/ABR is more interested in testing application of knowledge than recall of isolated facts. 
Stem construction

1. Is the stem clearly, unambiguously and concisely written?  Can it be shortened?

2. Do not teach in the stem (e.g. Pyelonephritis is a common complication of vesico-urethral reflux.  How can the diagnosis of VUR be made?)

3. The conventional presentation of a case is structured to include in this order:

a. Age and sex of patient

b. Relevant past history

c. Presenting complaint

d. Imaging test they underwent

e. Lead in question based on this test

For example: “A 56 year old man who is 2 years s/p pneumonectomy for lung cancer underwent a routine restaging CT scan.  What is the best interpretation of these images?”

4. Standardize lead in phrases e.g. “Based on these images, the MOST likely diagnosis is:” or if normal is an option “What is the BEST interpretation of these images”
5. All answers should follow grammatically on from the lead in and therefore complete the sentence  e.g.  “The most likely cause of this abnormality is:……metastatic prostate cancer” not “The most likely cause of this abnormality is: ……cannot be diagnosed from these images”
6. For a non-image based question, would a knowledgeable examinee be able to answer the stem without needing to look at the choices (they should). This is called the cover test.  Questions that ask ‘which of the following statements is true’ do not pass the cover test
7. For an image-based question, would an examinee with good test-taking skills be able to answer  the stem without needing to look at the images (they should NOT)

For example:

This is an example of a poor question as the images are not even needed to narrow down the answers to 1-2 options (a savvy test take would look for the answer that contains the most repetitions of words used in the distractors)
	1.1  Review the ultrasound images below. What best describes the findings on this examination?


	A
	Normal kidney

	B
	Large kidney stone with pelvicoectasis 

	C
	Large renal mass with a heterogeneous mass within the liver

	D
	Large kidney stone with a heterogeneous mass within the liver

	E
	Large kidney stone with a heterogeneous mass replacing the kidney


Answer choice construction
1. Is there ‘cluing’ in the distracters that narrows choices for good test-takers,  for example:
a. One line is longer/shorter than the others (the key is often written longer inadvertently)
i. Make answers of similar length, or have pairs/triplets of similar length (eg. two long answers and two short answers)

b. Repetition of words or phrases clues students that this is one of the correct answers (e.g: kidney stone  and heterogeneous above).  Smart test takers can narrow down the question above to E 

i. Avoid this by having pairs or triplets, e.g. ‘Left’ in two answers, ‘right’ in two answers.  Four choices can be ok in this setting or even six
ii. Avoid repeating a word in the answers that appears in the stem (e.g. the stem contains the word pneumonia as does the key answer)

c. One or more items don’t follow grammatically from stem (these get excluded)

d. The use of absolute terms such as ‘always’ and ‘never’

2. Avoid vague words such as ‘usually’, ‘sometimes’, ‘occasionally’ 

3. ‘None of the above’ or ‘All” of the above should not be options
4. Do not use abbreviations unless very common
5. Avoid negatives in the answers

6. If the choices are numerical they usually should include non-overlapping ranges e.g. 0-5%, 6-10% etc and be reasonably wide enough, unless data is absolute (e.g. how many lobes are in the right lung?).  

7. Numerical answers should be in ascending order.
8. All units must be the same in the options (e.g. all in mm, not some in mm and some in cm)

9. The options should be as short as possible so to avoid time consuming re-reading.  Option should never be longer than the stem.  If a word or words is repeated in all answer choices, it can often be put into the lead-in e.g:  If all the answers include “atelectasis of the **lobe” then the lead-in could be “The images show atelectasis of which lobe?” and the answers be “left lower”, “left upper” etc.
10. The item should aim to only test one topic and not mix knowledge sets.  For example, an item could test anatomy, or the best test for a clinical situation, or the risk of that test, but should not test all three (often called ‘unfocused answers’).
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