
1

All of the above?

A closer look at multiple choice 

questions 

Beverly Baker and Marie Gravran

Official Languages and Bilingualism Institute 

University of Ottawa

TESL Ottawa 
May 4, 2019



OUR PLAN (60 min)

•MCQ: The basics

•What MCQ can (and 
can’t do) effectively

•Examining and 
revising some MCQ

•Short interactive 
activities as we go—
feel free to ask 
questions anytime!
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Anatomy of a MCQ 

The first animal to go to space was a

a) monkey Stem

b) dog

c) mouse

d) frog Distractors

Correct response 
(key)
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The stem can also be a question

What was the first animal to go to space?

a) monkey Stem

b) dog

c) mouse

d) frog Distractors

Correct response 
(key)
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Types of MCQ

■ “right answer” questions

(example: Can identify proper grammar usage)

■ “best answer” questions

(example: Selects the likely reason a historical 

event occurred)
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Right answer or best answer?

What was the first animal to go to space?

a) monkey Stem

b) dog

c) mouse

d) frog Distractors

Correct response 
(key)
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Right answer or best answer?

What is the moral of the story ñThe Three Little 

Pigs?ò

a) Working hard pays off.

b) Wood is stronger than straw.

c) Wolves are very dangerous.

d) Pigs should live in groups.
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Benefits and limitations of MCQ 

■ Benefits: 

-fast to grade and reliable scoring

-can collect a variety of information quickly

-answers not affected by writing abilities

■ Limitations: 

-only a selection item--doesnôt collect information on 

many elements of communication

-can take a long time to create and can be difficult to 

come up with plausible distractors
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What MCQ are good for: Answering this 

question in terms of cognitive processes

■ Bloom’s revised taxonomy is one of many 
frameworks by which to examine the complexity 
of cognitive processes—but is useful

■ Remember, understand, apply, analyse, evaluate, 
create —the higher you go the deeper & more 
complex the cognitive process

■ Multiple choice questions if well written can tap 
into a number of different levels on this hierarchy
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The cognitive domain
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The cognitive domain
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MCQ Stems for each level (except creation)

■Remember: Poetry that does not rhyme is called 

a) alliteration b) stanzas

c) couplets  d) blank verse

■Understand: What is the best definition of a two -
dimensional character?

■Apply: In this new story, identify which of these 
characters would be considered 2-dimensional.

■Analyse/Evaluate: Which part of the story 
foreshadows the story’s surprise ending?
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MCQ Stems for each level (except creation)

■ Remember: Poetry that does not rhyme is called 

a) alliteration b) stanzas

c) couplets  d) blank verse

■ Understand: What is the best definition of a two -
dimensional character?

■ Apply: In this new story, identify which of these 
characters would be considered 2-dimensional.

■ Analyse/Evaluate: Which part of the story 
foreshadows the story’s surprise ending?

Which are right answer and which are best answer?
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MCQ to address higher level objectives

-Applying knowledge to new situations and 
determining a correct or best answer through 
analysis and evaluating evidence (answering why 
and how, etc.)

- Discriminating between fact and opinion

- Interpreting charts and graphs 

- Judging the relevance of information

- Making inferences

- Solving problems (such as logic problems)
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Examples of stems that collect more than just 

factual knowledge/understanding:

■ According to the themes of the story, an appropriate 
alternate title could be....

■ From Jimmy’s actions towards Maya, we can infer 
that Jimmy has the following feelings towards her:

■ According to the facts of the reading, which 
combination of wheels, pulleys and levers would 
give the most mechanical advantage? 

■ Which detail from the text is the most relevant to the 
scientist’s argument that men are less 
environmentally conscious than women?
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Choose the sentence that gives correct information 
about the chart.

A)Children are faster at handwriting and typing than adults.
B)Adults are twice as fast as children when they are typing.
C)Adults have a slight advantage over children in 

handwriting.
D)Children are a little bit faster in handwriting than in typing.

16



“Flipping” questions to elicit high-order thinking

Traditional question: What activity is most associated 

with the audiolingual method of teaching language 

(ALM)?

a) immediate correction of errors  

b) translation of literary texts 

c) explicit grammar instruction

d) free conversation 
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Flipped Question:
Read the following quotation by a teacher:ñI correct my 

students right away every time, because once they pick up a 

bad pronunciation, theyôll be stuck with it their whole lives.ò 

Her statement reflects an influence from which teaching 

method?

a) Total physical response (TPR)

b) Audiolingual Method (ALM)

c) Grammar Translation Method (GTM)

d) Communicative language teaching (CLT)

How does this question change the way students have to think 

compared to the last one? 
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MCQ are versatile but can’t do everything!

■ They CAN’T measure ability to create; 
organise/reorganise information; present ideas; 
synthesize information 

■ Identifying the best plan/solution/inference etc. is 
NOT the same as generating it! Scully (2017) calls 
this “pseudo-assessment at highest cognitive 
levels” 

■ MCQ can oversimplify situations and even block 
critical thinking, if it suggests that there is a simple 
right answer for any situation.
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The Creation of MCQ
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Tips for writing MCQ

1) Avoid clues to the answer (“cueing”) either in the 
item or somewhere else in the test:

The primary source of energy in this town is a:

a) oil-fired generator b) coal-fired generator

c) electric power from wind d) the tides

2) Make ALL distractors plausible.

3) Avoid the terms “always,” “never,” etc. in 
distractors—they are a dead giveaway!

4) Make the language level of the item the same or 
easier than the language of the material you are 
evaluating 21



Tips, con’t

5) 3 response options for listening; 4 for grammar, 
reading, vocabulary, etc. (Why?)

6) Avoid textbook, verbatim phrasing, even for 
factual “right answer” questions (Why?)

7) Avoid negatively -worded items! Besides being 
harder to process, we are usually more interested in 
students knowing the right answer than identifying 
the wrong one. (exception: When knowing what NOT 
to do is important, e.g., All of these procedures are 
necessary in putting out a fire except...)

8) Make all options the same length if possible (why?)
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What about all of the above/none of the 
above/multiple correct responses?

All of the above—AVOID (Why? Students just 
need to know that 2 are correct to choose “all.”)

None of the above—RARELY (only for “right 
answer,” not “best answer” questions—Why?) 
Make sure you use it an equal # of times as a 
distractor and as a key (Why?)
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Validity problem—students can guess the 
correct answer. Solution: More items!
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Formative Quiz!
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Formative Quiz

1-Which stem is best and why?

A) Which of the following illustrates what is meant 

by the word climate?

B) Which of the following does not illustrate what is 

meant by the word climate?
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2-Which is the best set of distractors & why?

Which of the following represents what is 
meant by the term reforestation?

A. 

(1) Cutting  (2) Replanting  

(3) Spraying (4) Surveying

B.  

(1) Recutting (2) Replanting 

(3) Spraying (4) Resurveying
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3-What is wrong with this MCQ? 
How can we improve it?

Right after a puncture wound to the hand, you should:

(A) Always go to the immunization center to receive a 

tetanus shot.

(B) Be treated with an antibiotic only if the wound is 

painful.

(C) Ensure no foreign object is left in the wound.

(D) Never wipe the wound with alcohol unless it is still 

bleeding.

28



4) Flipping MCQ

Traditional MCQ

What is the best definition of ñpassive voice?ò 

A) The object is mentioned first in the sentence instead of the 

subject.

B) There is no subject at all in the sentence.

C) The sentence makes use of a passive verb instead of an 

active one.

D) The voice of the writer is not in the sentence.

What is the learning objective you can infer from this 

question?
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4) One possible flipping option:

Which of the following sentences contains the passive voice? 

A) Jan is not inheriting her motherôs collection of fine 

paintings. 

B) Mr. Chin has never remembered to take out the trash or 

fold the laundry.

C) Forgotten toys litter the schoolyard at the end of every 

school day.

D) The point of view of the students is never taken into 

account at this school.

What is the learning objective you can infer from this 

question?
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4) Another possible flipping option:

1-Which of the following sentences contains the most 

inappropriate use of the passive voice? 

A) My purse was stolen!

B) The experiment was repeated on five more water 

samples.

C) The confusing question of the teacher was 

misunderstood by the students.

D) The point of view of the students is never taken into 

account at this school.

What is the learning objective you can infer from this 

question?
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■ MCQ are reliable and practical (for scoring, but time -
consuming for creation! Need practice to make items 
technically sound)

■ Validity concerns: We need to choose content carefully 
and move beyond simple recall of factual knowledge

Validity: how 
well the 

assessment hits 
our target

Practicality: 
efficiency and 

cost 
effectiveness

Reliability: 
consistency in 

scoring

Conclusions:

MQC and the 

qualities of 

language 

assessment
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Thank you!

Questions?

bbake3@uottawa.ca



Poor Use of MCQ
Was the infantry invasion of Japan a viable alternative 

to the use of the atomic bomb to end World War II? Is 
so, why? If not, why not?

A. Yes; transport ships were available in sufficient 
numbers.

B. Yes; island defenses in Japan were minimal.

C. No; estimated casualties would have been much 
greater.

D. No; Japan was on the verge of having an atomic bomb.
(cited in fairtest.org)
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4) Can we flip this MCQ?

Traditional MCQ

What is the best definition of ñinter-rater reliabilityò?

(a) How consistently you grade from one person to the next

(b) How well the assessment matches your teaching goal

(c) *How consistent multiple graders are on the same 

assessment

(d) How much your students can count on you to be a fair 

grader

Hint: Think about inductive reasoningé
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4) Can we flip this MCQ?

One example of how it might be done:

Ms. McKegney and her teaching assistant each graded 
the papers. But they did not discuss how they would 
grade them beforehand. This is a problem (or 
potential problem) with 

A) *Inter -rater reliability

B) The halo effect

C) Practicality

D) Construct under -representation
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