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Assessment Item Writing Guidance

Selected-Response Items

Selected-response items are brief, discrete items with clearly correct or incorrect answers. The item often 
presents options for students to choose from. Selected-response items are usually most appropriate for 
assessing score 2.0 content (Heflebower, Hoegh, Warrick, & Flygare, 2019; Marzano, 2018).

Item Type Recommendations for High-Quality Items

True or False Relate statements to a single idea.

Ensure items are absolutely true or absolutely false.

Avoid using qualifiers, opinions, and negatives.

Use sparingly, as students have a fifty-fifty chance of guessing the correct answer.

Matching Keep content homogeneous.

Keep the matching set short.

Include an uneven number of items for students to match or allow items for use more than 
once.

Format the item with the prompts on the left and the matching options on the right.

Multiple 
Choice

Ensure problem is clear in the item stem.

State the stem in the positive whenever possible.

Emphasize qualifiers in the stem.

Ensure all answer choices are plausible.

Make answer choices parallel in grammar and length.

Avoid all of the above and none of the above.

Avoid clues in answer choices.

Ensure only one correct response is possible.

Fill in the 
Blank

Position the blank toward the middle or the end of the sentence.

Limit the number of blanks in a single item to three or fewer.

Ensure blanks are the same length.

Be sure information surrounding the blank provides adequate context.
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Constructed-Response Items

Constructed-response items ask students to generate their own answers. Short constructed-response ques-
tions might require the construction of one to a few sentences. Extended constructed-response items require 
several paragraphs or more—up to full essays. These questions cover more information and often require stu-
dents to use multiple levels of knowledge and connect, analyze, or apply information. Short-answer questions 
can assess content from any level of the scale, while extended constructed-response items are usually best 
suited to score 3.0 and score 4.0 (Heflebower et al., 2019; Marzano, 2018).

Item Type Recommendations for High-Quality Items

Short 
Constructed 
Response 

Make the nature of the desired response clear to the reader.

Develop scoring criteria for the question.

Provide adequate space for responses.

Extended 
Constructed 
Response

Make the nature of the desired response clear to the reader.

Develop scoring criteria for the question.

Provide adequate space for responses.

Discussions With Students

Talking with students is a valid approach to assessment. Oral assessments can be spoken versions of selected- 
response items or short constructed-response items or longer question-and-answer sessions or structured 
discussion. This type of assessment is appropriate at any level of the proficiency scale (Heflebower et al., 
2019; Marzano, 2018).

Item Type Recommendations for High-Quality Items

Personal 
Communication 

Use with individual students or small groups.

Develop scoring criteria for open-ended questions.

Create a form to record students’ responses.

Questioning 
Sequence

Preplan questions using the detail, category, elaboration, and evidence sequence (Marzano 
& Simms, 2014).

Align questions to the score 2.0 (detail and category questions), score 3.0 (elaboration 
questions), and score 4.0 (evidence questions) content.
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Performance Assessments

Performance assessments require students to demonstrate that they have mastered specific skills or compe-
tencies by producing an artifact or a performance. Performance assessments are typically used with score 3.0 
and score 4.0 content (Heflebower et al., 2019; Marzano, 2018).

Item Type Recommendations for High-Quality Items

Performance 
Task 

Connect learning to real-world contexts.

Design tasks based on learning targets.

Create task-specific holistic or analytic rubrics to guide students’ work and teachers’ 
evaluations.

Share clear directions and criteria with students.
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