
Objective assessment 
Guidelines 

Objective assessment items must test clearly defined learning outcomes. The complexity and 

difficulty of the items must be appropriate for the target group. Items must be fair, promote 

motivation and enhance learning. Ambiguity, unfair hints, and testing skills and knowledge which are 

not relevant, must be avoided.  

Compiling good items can be difficult and time-consuming. To help you write good objective 

assessment items, we will explain the following: 

• Negative statements 

• Overlapping content 

• Using "All of the above" 

• Using "None of the above" 

• Absolute terms 

• Grammar 

• Length of options 

• Homogeneous options 

• Wording of stem 

• Order of options  

• Stem text 

• Good practice 

Negative statements 

Students are used to selecting a correct response, and can get confused when they have to choose 

an incorrect response. If you formulate an item in the negative form, you must draw the student’s 

attention to this using uppercase (NOT or EXCEPT) or bold. Do not, however, use negative options in 

conjunction with a negative stem. It is extremely difficult to determine what to answer if the stem 

and the distracters contain negative concepts.  

Unaccepted use of negative phrasing Accepted use of negative phrasing in the stem 

Which procedure is NOT recommended for the 

victim of an accident? 

 

Which one of the following for the medicines 

treatment of asthma is NOT permissible during 

sport competitions? 

A. Inhalation steroids 



A. Do not leave the victim alone.  

B. Do not move the victim.  

C. Notify the police.  

D. Do not talk to the victim. 

B. Ipratropium bromide aerosol 

C. Salbutamol aerosol 

D. Oral theophylline 

E. Oral cortisone 

  

Overlapping content 

Information in options should be independent of each other and not overlap.  

The average height of an American male is: 

 

A. less than 5 foot 3 inches. 

B. less than 5 foot 5 inches. 

C. more than 5 foot 7 inches. 

D. more than 5 foot 9 inches. 

 

Using “All of the above” 

The student only has to identify two options as correct to know that ‘all of the above’ is the correct 

answer. Therefore this option should be used carefully. 

Which of the following cities / towns are situated in Mpumalanga? 

 

A. Lydenburg 

B. Nelspruit 

C. Sabie 

D. Perdekop 

E. All of the above 

 

Using “None of the above” 

Sometimes it is difficult to create four plausible options and therefore the response “none of the 

above” is used. If “none of the above” is used, it should be a plausible option, which is not the case 

in the following example: 

When the temperature drops, tyre pressure tends to: 

 

A. decrease. 

B. increase. 



C. stay the same. 

D. none of the above. 

 

Absolute terms 

Absolute terms (always, never), frequency terms (rarely, usually) and vague terms (may) should not 

be used in items because it can be ambiguous and may cause confusion as demonstrated below. 

Regular testing will help students to study more effectively because it: 

 

A. encourages everyone to work harder. 

B. makes the student aware of his/her progress. 

C. gives everyone the feeling of success. 

D. prevents anyone from neglecting homework. 

 

Grammar 

Make sure that options follow grammatically from the stem, if not, students can eliminate those 

options. 

The future prime minister of Britain, Sir Winston Churchill, was captured early in the war, and 

acquired lasting fame by escaping from Pretoria, hiding in: 

 

A. a mine shaft near Witbank. 

B. at the residence of the governor of Transvaal. 

C. near the Kruger National Park. 

D. on the banks of the Olifants river. 

 

Length of options 

All options should approximately be of similar length. It is often found that the longest option is the 

correct one. 

Loskop Dam Nature Reserve: 

 

A. covers approximately 22 850 ha and is situated in the Olifants River Valley, about 55km north of 

Middelburg. 

B. is situated near Sabie. 

C. is in Gauteng. 

D. forms part of the Cradle of Mankind. 

 



Homogeneous options 

All options should be homogeneous - they should all be similar in content, but only one option 

should be clearly correct. Here is an example of an item where the options are not homogeneous. 

The Kruger National Park is well known for: 

 

A. the big five. 

B. extreme heat. 

C. well-equipped camping sites. 

D. friendly service. 

E. a large variety of bird life. 

 

Wording of the stem 

Students should not be able to derive the correct answer from the wording in the stem. 

In a rugby game, whose responsibility is it to place the ball in the scrum? 

 

A. Left wing 

B. Hooker 

C. Scrum half 

D. Flyhalf 

E. Inside centre 

 

Order of options 

When using computer-based testing, options can be displayed randomly for each student. In some 

cases it is recommended that the options be displayed in a specific order, for example, numerical or 

alphabetical order. 

Numbers not in numeric order Numbers in numeric order 

According to the 2001 South African National 

Census, Gauteng Province had a population of 

approximately: 

 

A. 30 million  

B. 2 million  

C. 9 million  

D. 100 million  

E. 1 million 

According to the 2001 South African National 

Census, Gauteng Province had a population of 

approximately: 

 

A. 1 million 

B. 2 million 

C. 9 million 

D. 30 million 

E. 100 million 

 



Stem text 

The stem must include as much of the wording of the item as possible. 

Unnecessary words in the options Most of the wording appears in the stem 

The meaning of the word "coup detat" may be 

described as: 

 

A. change resulting from a royal     decree. 

B. change resulting from an unfair     election.  

C. change resulting from a mutual  

    agreement.  

D. change resulting from a violent     state 

reform. 

E. change resulting from a     hierarchical 

restructuring. 

The meaning of the word "coup detat" may be 

described as change resulting from:  

 

A. a royal decree. 

B. an unfair election. 

C. a mutual agreement. 

D. a violent state reform. 

E. a hierarchical restructuring. 

 

Good practice 

It is important to keep the following in mind when creating objective items: 

• Each item should focus on a single, important concept – test one thing at a time. 

• Each item should assess application of knowledge – not recall of an isolated fact.  

• The stem of the item must pose a clear question. 

• Avoid technical flaws as described in the guidelines. 

• Keep a notebook and write down possible items as you come up with them. By the time you 

must set a test, you will have a collection of questions ready to use. 

• Collect items from colleagues. 

• To develop challenging items, identify subject related problems and convert them into 

items. 

• Discuss items with a critical colleague or group of colleagues. 

 

 


