Dear Larissa,

    Having students write test questions over a short story or chapters in a novel helps them get more out of the material. I found that even "below average" students can write very good questions using my set of lesson plans and directions to teach them. I post the directions on the board for them to copy. Sometimes I post a selection that contains sample question stems for them to use to get at different literary aspects of a story or novel. When I first did the assignment with students years ago, I had them write the questions on 4x6 cards and I have kept these on file ever since. I may have as many as 50,000 of these questions arranged by author and story or novel. I have the students write their question, then they bring it up for me to edit or help them edit. If the question is too close to what someone else already wrote, I have them try again. If the question is too simple or otherwise suffers in quality, I mark it "MM" which means "Mickey Mouse." A Mickey Mouse question is too simple, gives away its answer, or otherwise is not up to standard.

     With better students, I let them each write their own 14 question multiple-choice test on a short story. From their questions I compile several forms of a test over the story. With less motivated or less able students or classes, I have each student write three questions on the story, then collect and compile the questions into a usable test.

    While I am creative enough when it comes to writing questions myself, I find that the combined brain power of a good class will outdo me in producing good questions.

    I am well aware that multiple-choice testing is frowned upon in many circles today. I think that is hogwash. Creating questions, taking a test, doing a question validation as the test is marked, and discussing the merits or defects of a question, sparks a much more intense learning experience and deeper discussion of  the work of literature.

    I validate the questions by having the students raise their hand for each possible answer choice they selected for their test answer. That is, for question 1, I ask for a show of hands as to how many students chose "A," and record the number. The same for "B," "C," "D," and "E." This way I can determine the item difficulty (the more students who chose "wrong" answers, the harder the test item is), and the effectiveness of each "distractor," or wrong answer. Obviously, if no one gets the question wrong, it was either too easy, or the distractors (wrong choices offered) were not effective. I record all the responses on the answer key itself, or on the back of the 4x6 cards on which the questions were originally written, with columns for each possible answer, and the number of students which chose each lettered choice below.

    During the test I have the students write their answers on loose leaf paper in INK only. They must write the letters in capital block style manuscript letters so there will be no confusion or argument as to what letter they originally wrote down. When the test is over, before I read off the answers and have them grade their own test papers in class, they bring up their answer page and I authorize any changes in answer which they have made, and initial them, as well as the paper itself. I initial the left red margin line above the top ruled line for each student paper, even if no changes were made, to prevent students from making a new answer sheet while I read off the answers. Sometimes I use a special color of ink so that students will not try to "forge" my initials. During the test, students must keep their answers covered. The rule is, if I can see your answer while you are taking the test, I will mark it wrong. That is to avoid students copying from each other, of course.

    As I read off the answer key, I say the letters in the form "Apple," "Boy," "Cat," "Dog," "Elephant," so there can be no mistake as to what letter I said was the answer. After I read off the answers, we go back over the test to count how many students chose each possible choice (at least when I first validate the test). I always add up the responses to be sure the students are all responding by raising their hands. We discuss any questions which caused students trouble. Sometimes I have to give credit for more than one answer choice if one slipped through my editing process with two correct choices. Sometimes there will be a student more perceptive than I was when I compiled the test who can justify an answer that I had originally meant to be wrong. Of course, that makes that student feel good that they had uncanny insight, and sometimes makes the rest of the class furious. But that contributes to the fun of the assignment.

    I am attaching Selection 1211, which was about the first selection I wrote to conduct the test writing assignment. There will be more to come.

    I still envy your opportunity to visit bookstores. Do you find one Barnes and Noble any different from another? I like to visit bookstores that have second hand and out of print books, too. But I haven't done much bookstore visiting since I got married. I'm glad I bought most of the books I need before then.

Jerome Smith

----- Original Message -----

From: "Larissa" 

To: "Jerome Smith" <smithjerome@hotmail.com>

Sent: Sunday, December 31, 2000 11:21 AM

Subject: test questions, bug in website?

> Dear Jerome,

> We're on our way to Louisville to visit a different Barnes and Noble. 

> I think we've visited 13 of them so far. One day we've got to go to 

> the biggest one, in New York (and also see the new planetarium). 

> I'm interested in your lessons that teach students how to write good 

> test questions. My students won't listen unless there's going to be a 

> test (it bugs me that the time spent on almost-daily testing could be 

> spent learning something else). Your Selection 151 sounds wonderful too (and devious, since you have 26 versions!).

>

> I've got more to email, and the second message you sent still to read, 

> but it'll have to wait until we get back. Larissa
>

>

>

>

