Test/Quiz Item Writing Guidelines
Summarized mostly from Popham, W. J. (2014). Classroom assessment: What teachers need to know (7th edition). Prentice Hall.
Compiled by M. J. Stuve (mjstuve@bsu.edu) for my students in EDPS 345, 393, 699WW  •  Last Update:  Sep. 13, 2016

Five Six General Item-Writing “Commandments” (first five from Popham, Chapter 6, but these apply to all item types)
1. Avoid opaque directions to students regarding the test’s overall instructions.
2. Avoid ambiguous statements in your assessment items (questions).
3. Avoid unintentional clues within or across items that give away the correct response.
4. Avoid complex syntax (sentence structure, writing style, etc.) in items.
5. Do not use vocabulary that is more advanced than the learner’s reading level.  
6. Plus one more:  Choose the most effective item type in relation to the learning objectives (Russell and Airasian, 2012) of the test and pedagogical factors of your classroom.  Try different item types to confirm your choice.
	
Chapter 5:  Fairness (Absence of Bias).  Make sure your test items DO NOT exhibit the following:
a) Offensiveness: When an item contains stereotypes or other offensive content.
b) Unfair Penalization: When the item systematically disadvantages a student’s ability to answer the question correctly because factors associated with his or her group membership (e.g. race, ethnicity, gender, etc.)

Chapter 6:  Selected Response Items
c) Binary-Choice Items:
1. Phrase items so that superficial analysis by the student suggests a wrong answer.
2. Rarely use negative statements (e.g. using “not” in the logic), and never use double negatives.
3. Include only one concept in each statement.
4. For the test overall, have an approximately equal number of items representing the two choices (i.e. the number of items where the correct answer is “true” is roughly the same as the number that are “false”).  
5. Keep item length similar for both categories being tested.

d) Multiple Binary-Choice Items:
1. Separate item clusters visually from one another.
2. Make certain that each item meshes well with the cluster’s stimulus material.

e) Multiple-Choice Items:
1. The stem should consist of a self-contained question or problem.
2. Avoid negatively stated stems.
3. Do not let the length of alternative responses supply unintended clues.
4. Randomly assign correct answers to alternative positions in the response options.
5. Avoid “all-of-the-above” alternatives, but “none-of-the-above” can be used to increase item difficulty.
6. (Not in Popham): Make sure the correct choice is exclusively and verifiably correct.  

f) Matching Items:
1. Employ homogenous lists.
2. Use relatively brief lists, placing the shorter words or phrases at the right.
3. Employ more responses than premises.
4. Order the responses logically.
5. Describe the basis for matching and the number of times responses may be used.
6. Place all premises and responses for an item on a single page.

Chapter 7: Constructed Response Items
g) Item-Writing Guidelines for Short-Answer Items
1. Usually employ direct questions rather than incomplete statements, particularly for young students.
2. Structure the item so that a response should be concise.
3. Place blanks in the margin for direct questions or near the end of incomplete statements.
4. For incomplete statements, use only one or, at most, two blanks.
5. Make sure blanks for all items are equal in length.
	
h) Item-Writing and Scoring Guidelines for Essay Items
1. Clearly convey the extensiveness desired (i.e. how much to write) and format for sufficient space.
2. Construct items so the student’s task is explicitly described (i.e. what to write about).  
3. Provide students with a sense of time to be expended relative to item’s value.
4. Do NOT employ optional essay questions.
5. Try an item yourself by composing, mentally or in writing, a possible response.
6. Develop an item’s scoring key (holistic OR analytic) in advance and employ it with anonymity during grading.
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