
Guidelines for a good multiple choice 
question 
 

EXAMPLE 1 
 
STEM / QUESTION 
What is the optimal locoregional staging exam in locally advanced rectal cancer? 
 
ALTERNATIVES / ANSWER OPTIONS 
a. endoscopic ultrasound   DISTRACTOR 
b. rigid proctoscopy  DISTRACTOR 
c. MRI of the pelvis   RIGHT ANSWER 
d. CT scan of the pelvis  DISTRACTOR 
e. barium enema   DISTRACTOR 
 

 

1. General preparation  
1.1. Ask yourself the questions “what are the key messages?”, “what do I want my students to 

remember from my course and take with them during their further education?”.  Most of your 
multiple choice questions should cover this.  

 

2. Formulating exam questions 
2.1. The stem / question 
2.1.1. Formulate the stem simply and clearly. 
2.1.2. Try to formulate the stem in a positive way. Negative formulations and double denials make 

the question more difficult. When this is not possible, then you should highlight that it 
concerns a negatively formulated stem, e.g. by underlining it. 

2.1.3. Take as much information as possible in the stem. The stem may be long, the options must be 
short. 

2.1.4. The questions must be formulated independently of each other, this means that each question 
focusses on one problem and does not depend on the solution of the previous question. 

 

2.2. The alternatives / answer options 
2.2.1. Only one answer option can be correct. 
2.2.2. The answer options may not overlap.  
2.2.3. The distractors (incorrect answer options) should be probable. Try to avoid that certain 

answers are too obviously right or wrong. 
2.2.4. Avoid absolute expressions such as ‘always’ or ‘never’ and vague expressions such as ‘rarely’, 

‘usually’ and ‘often’. Try replacing them with more concrete words such as ‘once a week’. 
2.2.5. Avoid answer options such as ‘none of the previous alternatives is correct’ or ‘all the previous 

are correct’. 
2.2.6. The answer options should have approximately the same length. The correct answer should not 

stand out by the accurate and complete (i.e. often longer) description. 
2.2.7. The stem and the answer options should associate in a correct grammatical way. The answer 

options must have the same grammatical structure. 
2.2.8. Try to put the answer options in a logical order (e.g. alphabetically or from small to large). 



2.2.9. Avoid if possible ‘double formulations’ or ‘composite statements’ (e.g. statements with 
because, and,…). This can, but makes it more difficult to answer because multiple elements 
need to be assessed. 

2.2.10. Avoid negative formulations and denials. When it is not possible otherwise, then you should 
highlight that it concerns a negatively formulated answer option, e.g. by underlining it. 

2.2.11. If you use abbreviations, make sure that they are (have to be) known by the students. 
Otherwise it is better to write it in full. 
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