
 
Guidelines for Preparing  

Multiple-Choice Items (Exam Questions) 
 
All multiple-choice items consist of two 
basic parts: a stem and the responses. 
 
The stem is the introductory statement 
or question that elicits the correct an-
swer.  Each stem should address only 
one problem or content area.  Items 
should assess important areas of knowl-
edge or application of facts and problem 
solving.  Avoid  items that assess only 
obscure factual information.  Items can 
be written in the form of an incomplete 
statement, as well as in question form. 
 
The responses are suggested answers 
that complete the statement or answer 
the question asked in the stem, only one 
of which is the correct answer (that is, 
one correct response and three incorrect 
responses). You must provide the 
distractors as well as the correct answer. 
 
Make the correct answer the first re-
sponse (line A). Each response should 
be clearly and concisely worded and 
grammatically parallel with the item 
stem.  If the response requires units of 
measure, provide unit name. Do not use 
"all of the above" or "none of the 
above" in responses.  
 
Distractors should represent unsafe 
practices or commonly held misconcep-
tions and should sound plausible.  
Avoid using distractors that even the 
most uninformed examinee would rec-
ognize as incorrect.  Do not use exces-
sively technical language or jargon.  
Avoid as much as possible the use of 
negatively stated responses. Also, the 
use of humorous or absurd distractors is 
not appropriate.  For example: 
 
Poor 
The person who developed the psychoana-
lytic theory of human behavior is: 
A.  Sigmund Freud 
B.  Florence Nightingale 
C.  Jonas Salk 
D.  Woody Allen 
 
 

Better 
The person who developed the psychoana-
lytic theory of human behavior is: 
A.  Sigmund Freud 
B.  B.F. Skinner 
C.  Carl Rogers 
D.  John Watson 
 
It can be helpful to draft an item first as 
a direct question, then revise it to an 
incomplete sentence if this results in 
smoother, less repetitive wording. 
Whenever possible, include in the stem 
all words that would otherwise have to 
be repeated in each of the responses.   
 
The correct answer must clearly stand 
out as the one that experts in the field 
would recognize as the best response, 
and you must provide a copy of the 
page(s) of the reference material that 
supports your correct answer.  
 
The item should ask the candidate what 
“should” be done, or require him or her 
to choose the procedure “generally 
recognized” as being appropriate.  Do 
not use the form “what would you do?” 
or “what do you believe?”  In items 
worded this way, the examinee could 
always defend his or her response as 
being correct, since each person has a 
unique frame of reference. 
 
It is important to keep in mind the dis-
tinction between items in which only 
one response is correct and items in 
which more than one response may be 
technically correct even though one 
response is the best answer. When there 
is doubt or controversy about the cor-
rect response, not only is the examinee 
confused, but the item could be chal-
lenged as being inappropriate.   
 
Responses should not overlap or in-
clude each other so that the examinee 
could  possibly select more than one 
response and still be technically correct. 
 For example: 
 
 

Poor 
The right to vote in the United States is 
granted to individuals of what age? 
A.  18   C.  17 
B.  16   D.  19 
 
Better 
The right to vote in the United States is 
granted to individuals beginning at what 
age? 
A.  18   C.  17 
B.  16   D.  19 
 
Do not include non-essential informa-
tion in the item stem.  Stems should ask 
the question as succinctly as possible.  
For example: 
 
Poor 
In 1850, Adolphe Chattin, then professor of 
pharmacy in Paris, showed that goiter re-
sulted from an inadequate amount of iodine 
in the diet. Iodine affects functioning of the 
thyroid gland.  The thyroid is part of which 
body system? 
A.  Endocrine 
B.  Nervous 
C.  Locomotor 
D.  Cardiovascular 
 
Better 
The thyroid gland is part of which body 
system? 
A.  Endocrine 
B.  Nervous 
C.  Locomotor 
D.  Cardiovascular 
 
Avoid providing the examinee with 
extraneous clues that will allow him or 
her to detect the correct answer without 
actually knowing it.  For example, do 
not put the same key words or descrip-
tive words in both the stem and the 
correct answer but not in the distractors. 
 
Please fill in all the information requested 
on the other side, and don’t forget to in-
clude the copy of your source material.  
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