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REPRODUCIBLE

Comparing Item Types

Directions: Use this table to compare the pros and cons of two categories of assessment items: (1) selected- 
response items and (2) constructed-response items. 

Pros Cons
Selected-Response 
Items

• Multiple choice

• True or false

• Matching

• Objective (the item has only one 
right answer)

• Can be easily graded

• Works well with standards written 
at the Remember, Understand, or 
Apply level

• Gives students the chance to choose 
a correct answer through guessing

• Can occasionally be written at the 
Analyze level, but it is difficult to 
write a selected-response item well 
at this level

Constructed-
Response Items

• Fill in the blank or 
diagram

• Short answer

• Essay

• Can be both written and oral

• Allows students to react to and use 
information in depth

• Is appropriate for the higher-order 
thinking standards at the Analyze, 
Evaluate, or Create level

• Is subjective (generally graded with 
a rubric)

• Can be time intensive to both 
answer and grade

Selected Response

The selected response category includes multiple choice, true or false, and matching questions. 

Multiple Choice

Approximate amount of answer time per item: thirty to sixty seconds (depending on level of cogni-
tive demand)

Cognitive level it best evaluates: Remember, Understand, Apply, Analyze 

Six guidelines:

1. Make the problem clear to the student.

2. State the item in the positive whenever possible.

3. Make sure the question does not give away the correct answer.

4. Emphasize qualifiers such as most likely and best in the item stem.

5. Make sure the answer choices are plausible.

6. Develop answer choices that are parallel in grammar and length.
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Activity

Look at the provided multiple-choice question and identify which rules it violates. Consider how these 
violations interfere with the assessment’s reliability?

1. An object that does not conduct electricity well is called 
an                 .

a. insulator

b. circuit

c. magnet

d. none of the above

It violates rules three and six. The inclusion of the word an in the question stem means that only a can 
be the correct answer. Also, choice d is rarely actually the correct answer, so students usually know 
not to choose it. More often, it is added at the end just because the teacher cannot think of another 
plausible distracter. The following is a better item.

2. An object that does not conduct electricity well is 
called                   .

a. an insulator

b. a circuit

c. a magnet

d. an electromagnet

Activity

Look at the following multiple-choice question. Which rule does it violate and how does that inter-
fere with its reliability?

1. Which of these is the best way to ensure that chicken is safe to eat?

a. Wash it before cooking.

b. Cook to a temperature of 165 degrees as measured by a meat thermometer.

c. Look at the color.

d. Serve it cold.

It violates rule six. The answers are not equal in length. Logically, the answer is most likely b because 
that is the longest answer. Students are quick to realize that even if they do not know the answer, 
they should choose the longest one. The following is a better item.

2. Which of these is the best way to ensure that chicken is safe to eat?

a. Wash it before cooking.

b. Cook it to 165 degrees.

c. Look at the color.

d. Serve it cold.
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True or False

Approximate amount of answer time per item: fifteen seconds

Cognitive level it best evaluates: Remember, Understand

Five guidelines:

1. Place only one idea in the true-or-false statement.

2. Make sure the statement is absolutely true or absolutely false.

3. Avoid qualifiers such as always and never.

4. Avoid opinion statements.

5. Avoid using negatives in the statement.

Activity 

Read this example of a true-or-false statement and evaluate why it’s not a strong item.

1. True or False: The Declaration of Independence was adopted by the Continental Congress 
in 1776, and it proclaimed to the king of France that the American colonies considered 
themselves free.

The item violates rules one and two. This is a poor example because parts of it are correct and parts 
are incorrect. The following is a better example of how to assess this information by breaking it up 
into two separate true-or-false statements. Each statement is either wholly true or wholly false.

1. True or False: The Declaration of Independence was adopted by the Continental Congress in 
1776.

2. True or False: The Declaration of Independence proclaimed to the king of France that the 
American colonies considered themselves free.

Matching

Approximate amount of answer time per item: sixty to ninety seconds (depending on number of 
matching items)

Cognitive level it best evaluates: Remember, Understand

Five guidelines:

1. Use homogenous content in a matching set because mixing people, places, and things in our 
matching sets makes it easier for students to guess correct answers.

2. Place items to be matched on the right with the longer responses on the left because 
students usually match from the left to the right. With this arrangement students only need 
to read the shorter parts multiple times.

3. Keep the matching set short to cut down fatigue.

4. Use an uneven number of items to match or allow responses to be used more than once.

5. Order items in a logical manner such as a chronological list.
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Activity 

Read the following example of a matching item and evaluate what makes it a poor item.

1. George Washington

2. Bald eagle

3. Independence Day

4. Rosa Parks

      First president of the United States

      Refused to give up her seat on a bus

       The day Congress adopted the Declaration of Independence

      A symbol of the United States 

The item violates rules one, two, four, and five. This is a poor item for many reasons. Students who 
are good at logic can answer this without actually knowing the material. In this case, we have mixed 
people and things in the left-hand column. Obviously, a bald eagle and Independence Day could not 
be the first president of the United States. Also, “refused to give up her seat on a bus” can only be 
Rosa Parks as she is the only female person listed. Moreover, the shorter items are on the left, so that 
the student has to read through each longer answer on the right each time. Finally, this has the same 
number of items on both sides, so a student can know the answers to three and get the fourth one 
without knowing the answer.

The following is a better version of the item.

      First president of the United States

      Wrote the Declaration of Independence

      Said, “Give me liberty or give me death.”

      Commander-in-chief of the Continental army

      Alerted colonial militia of coming British forces

1. George Washington

2. Thomas Jefferson

3. Patrick Henry

4. Paul Revere

Constructed Response

Constructed response includes fill in the blank, diagram, short answer, and essay questions.

Fill in the Blank or Diagram

Approximate amount of answer time per item: thirty seconds

Cognitive level it best evaluates: Remember, Understand, Apply, Analyze

Three guidelines:

1. Position the blank at the end of the statement.

2. Limit the number of blanks in a statement.

3. Keep blanks the same length.
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Activity

Read the following example of a fill-in-the-blank item and evaluate what guidelines for fill-in-the-
blank items it violates.

           allow plants to satisfy            needs and            to 
the           .

The item violates rules one and two. This is a poor item because there are too many blanks, with only 
the last of them coming at the end of the statement. Unless students have been instructed to memo-
rize a statement they will struggle with this question. The following is a better item.

1. Qualities that allow plants to satisfy life needs and respond to environment are 
called     .

Short Answer

Approximate amount of answer time per item: thirty to forty-five seconds

Cognitive level it best evaluates: Remember, Understand, Apply, Analyze, Evaluate, Create

Three guidelines:

1. Make the question and the nature of the response clear to the students.

2. Develop a scoring rubric to accompany each item.

3. Provide adequate space for a response.

Activity

Consider instructions for students to “Discuss plant cells and animal cells.” Evaluate which guidelines  
it violates. 

The item violates rule one. This is a poor test item because it is unclear as to what about plant and ani-
mal cells students are supposed to discuss. Asking students to “Explain one way that plant and animal 
cells are the same and one way they are different” is a better example because students would know 
exactly what they must do in order to score well on the item.

Essay

Approximate amount of answer time per item: At least sixty seconds for each individual point; signifi-
cant additional time may be needed

Cognitive level it best evaluates: Remember, Understand, Apply, Analyze, Evaluate, Create

Three guidelines:

1. Make the question and the nature of the response clear to the students.

2. Avoid making the item an elaborate recall question.

3. Develop a scoring rubric to accompany the item.
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Activity 

Read the sample essay item “Compare and contrast Queen Elizabeth I and Queen Mary I.” Evaluate 
what guidelines for essays it violates.

It violates rule one. This is a poor essay item because it leaves a lot of room for interpretation, and 
also for students to include answers that are technically correct without being particularly important. 
For instance, the student could write, “They were both women and both queens.” This is technically 
a correct answer, though obviously the test writer was looking for different answers. Such a vague 
question can also make it difficult for students to organize their thoughts. Moreover, is one compari-
son and one contrasting statement enough? If not, how many statements do they need? 

Asking students to “In a five-paragraph essay, compare and contrast the reigns of Queen Elizabeth 
I and Queen Mary I in terms of religious tolerance, public popularity, and foreign relations policy. 
Include specific historical events in your response to support your ideas” is a much better example 
because students know how long the essay should be and know exactly what topics need to be 
included.

Source: Adapted from Gareis, C. R., & Grant, L. W. (2008). Teacher-made assessments: How to connect curriculum, 
instruction, and student learning (1st ed.). New York: Routledge; ©2017 James H. Stronge. 
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