Applying Bloom’s Taxonomy to an MCQ Test


This section will let you explore questions phrased in different ways to test for the different types of knowledge. Here, we present a few question possibilities for learners who have just read Nobel Laureate William Golding’s Lord of the Flies. It is hoped that the reader has encountered that famous book; even otherwise, the following will be readily comprehensible. (The full text of the book is available at http://gv.pl/index.php/main/szkola/e-books/pdf/lord_of_the_flies.pdf, and a good summary at http://www.gerenser.com/lotf/summary.html.)

Questions to Test Knowledge

As is obvious, this aspect of knowledge, called simply “Knowledge,” is easy to test for: one only needs to recall facts, figures, events, and the like, and frame questions that test whether the student is aware of them. Consider the following six question possibilities for the book.

· Describe what happened to Simon when he heard the pig’s head speak to him. 

· Is it true that Jack was more keen on hunting than on anything else? 

· Name the entity that “spoke” to Simon. 

· What did Ralph feel when he saw Piggy? 

· Who is the central figure in the story? 

· Who was it that initiated the ritual of the conch? 

MCQs for these are easy to create, as might be anticipated. Here are examples for three of the above.

Question 1: Name the entity that “spoke” to Simon. 

1. The monster 

2. The volcano 

3. The pig 

4. The pig’s head 

Question 2: Who is the central figure in the story? 

1. Ralph 

2. Jack 

3. Piggy 

4. Simon 

Question 3: What did Ralph feel when he saw Piggy? 

1. He was taken aback at seeing someone else 

2. He was reasonably happy at having met someone else on the island 

3. He was jealous of sharing the island with Piggy 

4. He was full of scorn because Piggy wore spectacles 

In Question 3 above, note that the MCQ can be used to test for fine knowledge as well, not merely coarse-grained “knowledge chunks” as in Questions 1 and 2: it is not explicitly mentioned in the book that Ralph was happy; however, what he says after meeting Piggy makes that clear. This might seem to fall in the realm of “Comprehension”; indeed, there is a fine line between the two. Here, however, if one had to classify it, one would say the question tests Knowledge because the provided information (in the book) is straightforward enough.

***************************************

Questions To Test Comprehension

· Outline the most important insight of the tale. 

· Write out a very brief outline of the story. 

· What could have happened if Piggy had not died? 

· Who do you think represented Good more than the other: Simon or Piggy? 

· What motif does Ralph carry in the story? 

· Distinguish between Ralph and Jack at a basic level. 

Comprehension goes beyond Knowledge in that one looks at an understanding of the material -- something not spelt out therein. It is indeed possible to test for Comprehension with the aid of MCQs. Take, for example, Question 1 above: one merely needs to alter it and create appropriate distractors such that the correct answer can only be chosen by someone who has understood the material.

As far as the altering of the question goes, one could say, in the case of Question 1, for the purposes of an MCQ:

“Which of the following is the most important insight of the tale?”

And then provide the correct answer with distractors, with the options very different, or with the options very similar, or in accordance with any other rule.

In all cases that follow in this part of the document, the correct answer is the first option.
In the first case, the answer choices could be:

1. It is assumed that men are Good by nature, but society actually imposes it 

2. Evil can overcome Good anytime it wants to 

3. There is no such thing as Good and Evil; it all depends on the situation 

4. A person like Ralph will always lose in the fight 

In the second case (with the answers very similar), one might construct the options as follows:

1. It is assumed that men are Good by nature, but society imposes it 

2. It is assumed that men are Evil by nature, and society causes it 

3. Good always loses in the fight with Evil 

4. Men are Evil by nature, and when there are no women, it becomes obvious 

These two cases highlight the general method to construct an MCQ where one might have thought only a subjective answer would do justice:

· Think of a good answer 

· Phrase it correctly 

· Modify the phraseology such that there is the possibility of distractors with the same phraseology 

· Decide upon a rule for the distractors 

· Choose the rule based upon how much difficulty is needed, etc. 

· Choose distractors based on plausibility 

· Phrase the distractors appropriately 

In addition, there are a few general rules one can follow:

· Think of it from the learner’s point of view and gauge what his comprehension might encompass 

· Think about where an imagined comprehension might lead him to 

· List out several real possibilities, then ask for the most real possibility 

· Keep an eye out for where the comprehension, on the part of the learner, can go awry 

Consider, now, another Question: “What would have happened if Piggy had not been killed?”

Here, it is relatively straightforward: think about it from the point of view of the learner. Possible answer options:

1. There is no question, from the way the story moves, that Piggy wouldn’t die 

2. Ralph might have been able to escape with the help of Piggy 

3. Piggy could have actually found a way to get the fire lit again 

4. Piggy would have been able to convince Ralph that Jack was out to kill him 

Another guideline here: option (4) above can throw off learners who have understood nothing of the story. “Filter” your learners this way, then normalise the scores -- a plausible method to benchmark your learners as a set.

Some questions, such as those that ask for the distinction between Ralph and Jack, or the requirement for the learner to write a brief outline of the story, do not, of course, lend themselves to MCQ treatment. Consider, however, Question #4: “Who do you think represented Reason more than the other: Simon or Piggy?” 

1. Piggy, because he introduced the idea of the Conch 

2. Simon, because he heard from the pig’s head what it was about 

3. Neither; Reason belongs to Ralph and Ralph alone 

4. Piggy, because his spectacles represent intelligence 

Here, options (1) and (4) could be made both correct answers, if one so desires; in that case, it would become a “Check all that apply” question. Otherwise, the general idea has been to elaborate upon one plausible thought after the other.

Coming to Question #5: “What motif does Ralph carry in the story?” We are left with several possible answer options, of which one is clearly to keep the answer choices descriptive, and one is clearly to keep the answer choices objective.

In case 1: 

1. That of Goodness in the midst of potential Darkness 

2. That of the steadfastness of Man 

3. That of friendship losing against enmity, meaning the story has a sad ending 

4. The light of Judgment, with Piggy representing Good 

Option (3) above is a distractor for those who have hardly followed the story, and is yet plausible. Option (4) above turns the facts around, confusing learners who have an inkling -- but no concrete apprehension -- of the answer.

***************************************

Questions to Test Application

· Can you think of an instance where you were faced by a situation similar to the one in the story? 

· Use the story and modify it to teach kids something. 

· Apply the storytelling technique here to a little story of your own. 

· What questions would you ask Ralph if you were the naval officer? 

· From the story, can you develop a set of characteristics of Man as Golding sees them? 

· How does the story change your idea about Man? 

The above questions test for what is commonly known as application of knowledge. In order of question, they test for the following “applications”:

· Applying the story to one’s own life 

· Applying it as a moral tale for kids 

· Applying it to write a different story by imitation 

· Applying it as internalised knowledge such that one can ask a character questions 

· Applying the story to broaden one’s general knowledge of the world 

· Applying the story to modify one’s own understanding 

Question #2 above, “Use the story and modify it to teach kids something,” needs to be modified to make it amenable to MCQ usage. Here is an example:

Question: What can Lord of the Flies teach young children? 

1. That people can be good and bad at the same time 

2. That boys with spectacles are usually the smartest 

3. That a deserted island makes people bad 

4. That having to take sides always makes things difficult 

Here, the idea has been simply to take the correct answer, then create plausible distractors -- plausible because of seeming factual correctness.

For the question “What would you ask Ralph if you were the naval officer,” the options might be construed as follows:

1. How the situation had degenerated to such an extent 

2. About whether all the children on the island were British, and what game they were playing 

3. Why Jack wanted to kill Ralph 

4. Who the chief of the island warriors was 

Option (2) here is a plausible distractor because that’s what actually happens in the story. Options (3) and (4) appeal to the imagination

Finally, for the question “From the story, can you develop a set of characteristics of Man as Golding sees them,” it might seem that no objective question is possible, but then again the same principle applies: write out the correct answer and expand into distractors as appropriate. A “tight-knit” (that is, difficult-to-guess) set is as follows:

1. Evil, good, sustained by society 

2. Good, evil, confused, whimsical 

3. Intelligent, self-reliant, playful 

4. Bound by society, full of hatred 

***************************************

Questions to Test Analysis

· Did Simon change the course of events in the story? If so, how? 

· In what way, if any, is the story similar to Kafka’s Metamorphosis? 

· Explain what exactly happened when Simon faced the pig’s head. 

· Sam and Eric are twins, but are they similar? 

· What was Sam’n’eric’s motive in joining Jack? 

· At what point does it seem like a lost cause for Ralph? 

Such questions test the student’s ability to analyse the subject matter; rather, they test whether the student knows the subject matter sufficiently well to be able to analyse it. Seen in this second light, the idea is not so much the analysis but whether the student can pinpoint what he is about to analyse, which means such questions do lend themselves nicely to MCQ treatment.

Question: In what way, if any, is the story similar to Kafka’s Metamorphosis? 

1. The theme of man’s basic nature figures in both stories 

2. The theme of evil figures in both stories 

3. In both stories, something monstrous happens, leading to a depravation of values 

4. The stories are not similar at all 

This is admittedly a difficult set for children of age 15 or so, that is, options (1) and (3) are difficult to choose between. However, this question illustrates that using an MCQ, one can prepare the student to perform an analysis, then ask, via an MCQ, what he is about to do.

In the case of “Explain what exactly happened when Simon faced the pig’s head,” consider these options: 

1. He came face to face with the veiled reality of what was going on 

2. He was terrified to bits, but bravely stood and listened to what it had to say 

3. It was a confrontation between his conscience and his baser tendencies 

4. He was introspecting and the truth dawned upon him 

Note that option (3) is plausible in the context of the target audience, namely children of around age 15; it is plausible because it refers to a different theme in the story. Option #4 is also very plausible indeed; it is, in fact, correct, but only partially, and the complete explanation can only be #1. In that option (#1), we see that instead of asking the learner to actually analyse what the “reality” was and how it was “veiled” and so on, we simply demand that the learner be able to see that he needs to go along that direction.

Question: Sam and Eric are twins, but are they similar?
This would typically involve a dissection of the actions of the two twins, but remember that if a student can get into the analysis of something, his entry point into the analysis is as important as -- and quite possibly indicative of -- the analysis itself. In that light, we use the following answer choices, looking at which one can see that the correct choice cannot have been arrived at without some analysis already having been done.
1. Yes, they are very similar; in fact, they are like one mind 

2. No, they have nothing in common except that they are twins 

3. No, because Eric was the one who replied when they were called out to in Jack’s camp by Ralph 

(Here, choice (3) throws off the learner by posing a random, possibly unnoticed fact.)

As yet another example, we have this one:

Question: What was Sam’n’eric’s motive in joining Jack? 

1. They were scared 

2. They hated Ralph 

3. They didn’t care about anything 

4. They wanted meat 

One of our two principles is here at its most clear: the answer cannot be guessed; it can only arise if some analysis has been carried out by the learner.

***************************************

Questions to Test Synthesis

“Synthesis” in Bloom’s taxonomy is, by definition, not testable using MCQs. However, like with Analysis, something may be tested that points to the student’s ability to do what it is desired to be tested.

Standardised tests such as the SAT and GRE do not directly test suitability for college or grad school; they test for something that has probabilistically been shown to have a good correlation with good performance in an institution of higher learning. Similarly, what can be tested is the learner’s thoughts and preferences if he were in a situation where he is about to do “A Synthesis.”

Here’s a word list typical in such questions. 

· Write a story that illustrates those aspects of Man that Golding does not refer to. 

· Write (part of) this story in verse form. 

· Create your own dialogues for Piggy while he is being verbally abused. 

· What would happen if Ralph had had an evil streak to begin with? 

· Given the turning points in the tale, which ending(s) do you think are plausible? 

· Develop a proposal to make the book required reading for students of age 15. 

For Question 2, one will need to change it as appropriate for MCQ testing as follows:

· What do you think about writing the novel in verse form? 

Some will argue that this is not going by Bloom’s Taxonomy, and that Synthesis is not being tested for, which is true. However, we are here concerned with testing a learner’s knowledge (with a small “k,” as opposed to Bloom’s “Knowledge”) about a subject using Bloom’s Taxonomy as a guide.

The answer choices for this could be envisaged as follows: 

1. It could be done, and drama is of the essence 

2. It would be difficult to keep the verse in rhyme 

3. It cannot be done for a story full of detail like this one 

4. It could be done, and rhyme would be important to maintain the flow 

This could, in this and other instances, be put as a “Choose all that apply” question instead of a basic MCQ.

Here is another example: “Create your own dialogues for Piggy while he is being verbally abused.” This could be rephrased as, “What would Piggy have said if he had needed a crutch and it was stolen?” Answer choices:

1. “You just bring that back!” 

2. “My crutch! I can’t walk without it! Please…!” 

3. “OK, let’s see what they do with it -- they don’t need it, you know!” 

4. “Ralph! Simon! Bring back my crutch!” 

What is happening here is that the instructor does the “Synthesis,” then checks how close behind him his learners are.
The same is the case with our third and last example, which again needs to be given as a “Check all that apply.”

Question: Given the turning points in the tale, which ending(s) do you think are plausible? 

1. Jack, being intelligent, could have had a change of heart when he saw the ship come close, then move away because there was no fire 

2. If Simon had had a clearer vision of the pig, he would have been able to tell the others, and nothing bad would have happened 

3. If Sam’n’eric had not joined Jack, Ralph would have felt more confident, and he would have defeated Jack 

4. If the pig had not been killed in the first place, no-one would have tasted blood, and everything would have gone smoothly until the ship came by 

What is being tested is, essentially, the learner’s imagination -- which is the basis for Synthesis, in any case.

***************************************

Questions to Test Evaluation

The ability on the part of a learner to “Evaluate” a piece of knowledge or study material means his knowledge of it extends to the highest level. In light of this, it is difficult to adequately test for the ability to Evaluate, but it can be done to an extent. Here are example questions in the context of Lord of the Flies.

· What is the human value of the story? 

· Can you defend the idea that Simon’s incident with the pig’s head is the most mystical in the story? 

· In the light of Lord of the Flies, do you think evil is necessary in the world? 

· What changes would you recommend to make the story more readable, if you had to rewrite it? 

· What emotions came to your mind when you discovered that Jack actually wanted to kill Ralph? 

· How effective are such stories when it comes to uplifting mankind? 

Question #2, interestingly, lends itself to the MCQ rather readily; the question and the answer choices can be framed as follows.

Question: Why might you say that Simon’s incident with the pig’s head is the most mystical in the story? 

1. Because it is a revelation 

2. Because it is not real 

3. Because it is a turning point in the story 

4. Because it showed everyone that the Beast didn’t exist 

To analyse these choices, as it happens, choice (4) tests for recall; the incident remained with Simon, so only those quite unfamiliar with what happened would choose it. Choice (2) is thrown as a distractor towards those who do not understand what really happens, while following the facts. Choice (3) will distract those who understand nothing of the story but its structure.

Our second example, which may be phrased as a "Check all that apply":

Question: What changes would you recommend to make the story more readable, if you had to rewrite it? 

1. Ease the symbolism by giving away more cues 

2. Make it easier to understand by clarifying what exactly happened 

3. Make it shorter; there are too many descriptive elements 

4. State at the beginning of the story as to who stands for what 

Choice (2) is for those who have an apprehension of what happens, but are not totally clear about it. #3 could be chosen by learners with that opinion, and though it is not outright incorrect, it is conceivable. #4 is for those who cannot follow symbolism. The question, thus, while not demanding a critical appraisal of the novel, eliminates test-takers who would not be capable of it.

As a final example: “What emotions came to your mind when you discovered that Jack actually wanted to kill Ralph?” can be rephrased to become the following. 

Question: “What emotions might come to mind when one discovers that Jack wants to kill Ralph?” 

1. A feeling of horror in the knowledge that it is all real 

2. A feeling of horror because of the enormity of the situation 

3. Nothing; it is the natural progression of events 

4. Fear for the fate of the kids if Ralph were to be killed 

Choice (4) can distract those who have not followed the story. Choice (3) can distract those who cannot really appraise the novel. Finally, choice (2) is for those who understand what is going on, but cannot appreciate the ramifications.

***************************************

This document will be continued by Part III, Alternatives To The Basic MCQ, which will augment the first two parts -- which dealt with creating basic MCQs and applying Bloom’s Taxonomy in that context, respectively.
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