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HPEC Fast Facts

Writingexam questionsis askilled task foreducators, as it can be difficult to craft high quality
guestionsthataccurately reflectthe course learning outcomes.

For the final Fast Facts of 2018, we focus ontips from the research around one of the most popular
forms of assessment, the multiple choice question (MCQ) exam.

Jenny Moffett

Editor, HPEC Fast Facts

Fast Facts: Writing MCQs

e MCQexamsare a popularform of assessmentin health professions education
e GoodMCQexamscan bevalid and reliable, but only if the individualitems are well written

e MCQitems can be hard to write with up to 92% having one or more flaws



e Simple tips toimproveitem quality can be applied
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Quick MCO CHECKLIST

Is your stem clear and succinct?
Does it pass the "cover test"?
Is the stem a positive question?
Are your options similar in content

Are your options similar in length?

! Are there any cues in your options?
Are your options in alphabetical order?
Are your distractors plausible?

Is there one clear, correct answer?

Multiple-choice questions (MCQs) have anumber of methodological strengths, and provide
educators with a tried-and-tested way to differentiate between students who understand the course
material and those who do not. However, they must be written carefully to supportvalid and
reliable assessment. Good MCQ exams accurately reflect the course learning outcomes andinclude
guestions which address higherorderthinking (e.g. analysis, evaluation) as well as simplerecall.

Research has shown that many examinationitemsin health professions exams (upt092% in some
studies) can be poorly written and contain at least one flaw (Rush et al., 2016; Tarrant etal., 2016;
Hijji, 2017). It's also been demonstrated that flawed items can disadvantage specificgroups of
students (Downing, 2003; Tarrant and Ware, 2008).

Many flaws can be avoided by following some simple steps (see Quick MCQ Checklistimage). Asyou
write eachitem, consider how itfits alongsidethe rest of the course material? Having a process to
coverimportanttopics,i.e. "blueprinting", can help youto ensure thatyou are staying on track.

Also considereach constituent part of youritems. The most common type of MCQ is the “single best
answer” question, which has three parts: astem, aleadinand a list of options (which include the
correct answerand a list of distractors). Taken together, agood stemand lead in tend to be short,
clearly written and pose a question that can be answered without looking at the options. Ask
yourselfif youritems pass the “covertest”i.e. can you coverthe options with yourhand andstill
answerthe question? Also, if you keep your questions as linguistically simple as possible, without
"dumbing down" your content, this helps to ensure the question is testing health professions
knowledge, orknowledge application, ratherthan language skills.

In constructing your list of options, aim for plausible, homogeneous distractors, which do not
contain grammatical clues. Avoid convergence, e.g. the repetition of key words, which can cue test-
wise students. It'salsoimportant to avoid distractors such as "none of the above" and "all of the
above" as many students will easily eliminate these.
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Finally, rememberthat MCQ exam data can give you valuable information about the strengths and
weaknesses of your currentteachingapproach. The RCSI Quality Enhancement Office can provide
advice and support to help you develop your module further.
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Podcast: Learning and assessing with multiple-choice questions

Video: Writing good multiple choice questions (RSNA)
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For more information about RCSI's HPEC (Health Professions Education Centre) and its activities,
please visit our website.

We hope you enjoy HPEC's Fast Facts. If you would rather not receive these educationalupdates,
please reply to us at hpec@rcsi.ie with "Unsubscribe" in the email title.
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