
518 Unit 8: Assessment

Which theorist was the founder of attachment theory, which posits that early childhood 
experiences shape our interactions with others later in life?

a)	 Bandura

b)	 Bowlby*

c)	 Freud

d)	 Mickey Mouse 

Here, the giveaway distractor, Mickey Mouse, can be easily eliminated, increasing the 
chance of guessing from 25% to 33%. Therefore, the four-alternative item does not reduce the 
chance of guessing when distractors are poorly written. For this reason, experts recommend 
that a three-alternative item with two well-written distractors would work just as well and save 
time in creating additional distractors (Haladyna et al., 2002; Rodriguez & Haladyna, 2013). 
Obviously, the above multiple-choice item is an exaggeration. However, it makes the point 
that it is not the number of distractors that will differentiate students who know the material 
and those who do not; it is the quality of the distractors (Rodriguez & Haladyna, 2013).

Using the alternatives all of the above and none of the above is also not recommended. All 
of the above allows students to answer the item based on partial information (Reynolds & 
Livingston, 2012; Rodriguez & Haladyna, 2013). In a four-alternative item, if students know 

GUIDELINES 24.1	 Rules for Constructing Multiple-Choice Items 

Constructing the stem:

•• The stem should make a single statement or ask a single question that is of central importance to a learning objective.

•• Use simple, clear language.

•• Put as much wording in the stem as possible, rather than in the alternatives, to minimize reading.

•• Use negatively worded items (except, least, never, not) only to measure a relevant learning objective, such as what to avoid, 

what is not true, or several characteristics of a trait. The negative word should appear in capital letters and boldface font.

•• Limit the use of always and never because good test takers will rule out distractors based on these words.

Constructing alternatives:

•• Use three to five alternatives.

•• Alternatives should be unambiguous so the correct response can be clearly identified.

•• Alternatives should fit the stem grammatically.

•• Alternatives should be of equal length and grammatical complexity because there is a tendency to make the correct answer 

longer.

•• Place alternatives in a logical or numerical order, such as placing numbers in ascending order, dates in chronological order, 

and names in alphabetical order.

•• Make the distractors plausible (no giveaways that can be easily eliminated) and use common misconceptions of students to 

create distractors.

•• Avoid all of the above.

•• Sparingly use none of the above.

SOURCES: Brookhart, 2015; Brookhart & Nitko, 2014; Haladyna et al., 2002; Reynolds & Livingston, 2012; Rodriguez & Haladyna, 2013; 

Waugh & Gronlund, 2013.


