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BACKGROUND

2014:   Staff workshop Prof Julie Considine

2017: Faculty workshop in MCQ writing with Neville Chiavaroli – staff keen

2018: School funded workshop with Neville – inspired staff

2018:  AHoS(TL) brought a small working party together 

• Staff from several courses in the School covering 9 units( (3 P/G and 6 U/G)

• Invited HealthPod academic developer with MCQ expertise

• Series of meetings

• Several professional development meetings, rewriting sessions and 
support/feedback via email



PROJECT TEAM

Project lead: Helen Forbes, AHoS(TL)

Unit Chairs: Elyse Coffey
Monique Vermeulen
Nicky Hewitt
Linda Rhodes
Pat Nicholson
Laura Brooks
Rochelle Wynne

Academic Dev: Susie Macfarlane, HealthPod Manager



Context: School of Nursing & Midwifery 

Undergraduate Bachelor of Nursing

24 credit point course

16 online tests

- Year 1: 10

- Year 2: 3

- Year 3: 3

- *Year 2 exams: 2

Post graduate: Master of Nursing Practice (including Critical care and 
Perioperative Nursing courses): *exam - 16

Graduate Diploma Midwifery: *exam - 5

*Exams are a mix of MCQs and short answer questions
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Collaborative 
project 

approach  



1. Varying level of confidence/competence across staff
2. Some assessment panels analysed results
3. Lack of awareness of available resources
4. Support identified 

• Guides and resources
• Colleagues
• Susie
• Helen

Project meetings - issues identified



Develop understanding of good MCQ writing practice
• Access guidelines and resources (see references)

• Collaboratively research, review and refine guidelines

Review questions
• Review items against guidelines with colleagues and Susie

• Review item analysis video developed by staff member

• Undertake item analysis

Rewrite items when required
- Review against guidelines, with Susie, and Item Analysis reports

- Rewrite as required

Project
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Evidence based recommendations

1. Training in item-writing is recommended for all staff who 
are responsible for developing tests. 

2. Pre-test review and quality assessment are also 
recommended to reduce the occurrence of item-writing 
flaws and to improve the quality of test questions.

http://www.nurseeducationtoday.com/article/S0260-6917(06)00106-7/fulltext
http://www.nurseeducationtoday.com/article/S0260-6917(06)00106-7/fulltext
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MCQ writing



MCQ writing process

Review items Rewrite items

MCQ good practice 
guidelines

Item analysis 
report*

Rewrite items

Rewrite items

Rewrite itemsULOs

Rewrite items
Blooms, 

Professional 
standards * When available



Process for writing MCQs

Identify the Learning 
outcome, knowledge 

domain or competency

Write a scenario, list 
data or present chart

Write a key (correct 
answer)

Write 2-3 authentically 
plausible distractors

Identify what domain 
item is assessing

Write item Review and rewrite

Review with checklist  
and colleagues

Pilot item and standard 
setting

Write the stem: a SBA 
question that can be 

answered

Rewrite if required

Identify the level of 
cognitive complexity
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Outcomes



Outcomes across school

1. Improved exam quality

2. Increased staff capability

3. Increased staff confidence 



1. Team discussion motivated members
2. Enthusiasm was infectious
3. Co-discovery in the literature that 3 distractors may be 

adequate
4. Some modification of the guidelines

Outcomes of collaborative approach



Staff experience
What has changed in your test writing practice?

"My confidence in leading and mentoring the unit team to 
write reliable and valid MCQs has improved through the 
enhancement process"

"I now look at the MCQs I write with a more critical eye..."

"Writing is now influenced by an increased knowledge of 
MCQ writing principles."



What will you change in the future?

"I will continue to work with the unit team to enhance the MCQs"

"Really asking the questions of what response do we expect from 
students ... Also making sure we addressing the ULOs"

“Item analysis of new questions will influence the rewriting of the 
questions or removal of the MCQ from the bank of questions".



How do you feel about your skills 
in MCQ writing?

"I am more confident and competent in writing reliable MCQs that will 
not be misinterpreted by students"

"I have gained a lot more confidence in assessment writing in general and 
the skills learnt through this process are transferrable to other forms 
of assessment writing"

The provided support has "guided my writing and encouraged 
a questioning approach to all multiple choice questions reviewing 
for the validity and reliability of each question".

"confidence has increased over the last 18 months"



Is expertise growing in the school?

"...definitely growing ...but the working group need to maintain 
momentum and ensure other staff are mentored in the process of 
MCQ enhancement"

"Yes I believe there is a greater focus on the benefits of Multiple 
choice questions which when created well have an ability to test 
students’ knowledge, comprehension and analysis."

“Other writers of MCQs in the school are more aware of the need 
to write questions of quality ... and to avoid flawed items."



Quality assurance process

Review items Rewrite items Write applied and
more challenging items

MCQ good practice 
guidelines

Item analysis 
report*

Rewrite items

Rewrite items

Rewrite itemsULOs

Rewrite items
Blooms, 

Professional 
standards

Identify cognitive 
domain

Clinical context

Provide 
information in 

stem
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Next steps



Exam blueprinting
Exam blueprinting



Exam blueprinting



Exam blueprinting



Quality assurance process

Review items Rewrite items Write applied and
more challenging items

MCQ good practice 
guidelines

Item analysis 
report*

Rewrite items

Rewrite items

Rewrite items

Standard setting and
rewriting

Exam blueprinting and
rewriting

ULOs

Rewrite items
Blooms, 

Professional 
standards



MCW writing Guidelines

Case S, Swanson D (2002) Constructing written test questions for basic and clinical sciences. 3rd ed. Philadelphia: National Board of Medical 
Examiners. https://www.nbme.org/pdf/itemwriting_2003/2003iwgwhole.pdf

Collins, J (2006) Writing Multiple-Choice Questions for Continuing Medical Education Activities and Self-Assessment Modules, Radiographics, 
26(2):543-51

Considine, J; Botti, M and Thomas, S. Design, format, validity and reliability of multiple choice questions for use in nursing research and 
education. Collegian, 2005 Jan; 12 (1): 19-24.

DiBattista, B, Sinnige-Egger, J, & Fortuna, G (2014) The “None of the Above” Option in Multiple-Choice Testing: An Experimental Study, The 
Journal of Experimental Education, 82:2, 168-183, DOI: 10.1080/00220973.2013.795127

Ellsworth RA, Dunnell P, Duell OK (1990) Multiple–choice test items: what are text book authors telling teachers. Journal of educational 
research, 83(5):289–93.

Haladyna TM, Downing SM, Rodriguez MC. (2002) A review of multiple-choice item-writing guidelines. Applied Measurement in Education, 
15(3): 309-334. 

Hansen JD (1997) Quality multiple-choice test questions: Item writing guidelines and an analysis of auditing test banks. J Educ Business, 73(2): 
94–97.

Resources

https://www.nbme.org/pdf/itemwriting_2003/2003iwgwhole.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.795127


Higher cognitive level 

Azer, S (2006) Assessment in a problem-based learning course: Twelve tips for constructing multiple choice questions that test students' 
cognitive skills, Biochemistry and Molecular Biology Education, 
https://iubmb.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/bmb.2003.494031060288

Number of options

Rodriquez, M (2005) Three Options Are Optimal for Multiple-Choice Items: A Meta-Analysis of 80 Years of Research, Educational measurement: 
issues and practice

Frequency of flaws

Stagnaro-Green, AS, Downing, SM (2006) Use of flawed multiple-choice items by the New England Journal of Medicine for continuing medical
education, 28(6): 566-8 

Tarrant, M, Knierim, A, Hayes, S, Ware, J (2006) The frequency of item writing flaws in multiple-choice questions used in high stakes nursing 
assessments, Nurse Education in Practice, 6(6):354-363 DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2006.07.002

Staff development in item writing

Nemec, E, Welch, B (2016) The impact of faculty development seminar on the quality of multiple-choice questions, Currents in Pharmacy 
Teaching and Learning, (2), 160-163 

Resources

https://iubmb.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/bmb.2003.494031060288
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2006.07.002
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Considerations in 
using MCQs…



Considerations - Quality

2. The Efficiency Myth:  Time required to write quality tests may not be 
reflected in assessment design decisions. 

Tasks include the time to:

• develop Item Analysis skills

• develop MCQ writing skills, and

• review, rewrite and write new items 
(For example, the Deakin policy requires EP1 and EP2 exams to be 75% different)

1. Quality assurance: Do we know how valid and reliable our MCQ exams 
are? How do we currently assure exam quality?

https://policy.deakin.edu.au/view.current.php?id=00187


Considerations - Learning

3. Standards: Do our current MCQs assess higher level (e.g. PG) 
Learning Outcomes?

4. Backwash effect: What learning practices do our MCQs encourage? 

Are these the agentic and lifelong learning strategies 
our graduates require?



1. The Stem is complete and can be answered without 
seeing the options

2. Stem is clear and specific
3. Include material in the stem that would be repeated in 

the options
4. Avoid negatives and state in the positive form

Rules for the Stem

1. Options do not overlap
2. Length of options is short, and approximately equal
3. Avoid absolutes such as never, always and all
4. Avoid vague frequency terms such as rarely, usually
5. Avoid AOTA and NOTA, or both A and B
6. Present options in logical order (chronological or 

numerical)
7. Grammar consistent in the stem and alternatives

Rules for the options

1. Only one correct answer is included
2. The position of the correct answer 

varies
3. Avoid a correct answer that includes 

the elements most common in other 
options

Rules for the Answer

1. All distractors are plausible
2. Common student misunderstandings 

are incorporated in the distractors

Rules for the Distractors



Considerations



Advantages

MCQs

Tests examinees knowledge 
more widely than other methods

Efficient to administer and mark

Disadvantages

Requires skill to write high quality MCQs and 
construct fair tests

Time intensive

Can test what students remember, not their 
ability to engage in higher level cognitive 
processing

False sense of precision

(Walsh & Seldomridge, 2006; DiBattista, 2014)
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