
Writing Applied Knowledge Items  
in Which “More Than One Option” (MTO) is Correct  

 
Important Characteristics of an Applied Knowledge item:  
 

• Clinically relevant 
• Tests judgement 
• Attempts to test knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) 
• Focuses on clinicopathologic correlation 
• All answers, whether 1, 2, or 3, should be equally plausible (if one option much more plausible, 

but question asks for pick 2 or 3, please try to have the additional correct options similarly 
plausible 
 

Clearly identify the item as a pick 1, pick 2, or pick 3 question and code it correctly using the chart 
below:  

CODE FUNCTION 
IDEAL 

NUMBER OF 
OPTIONS 

MAXIMUM 
NUMBER OF 

OPTIONS 

MTO-1/2 Pick 1 out of 2 correct options 8 10 
MTO-1/3 Pick 1 out of 3 correct options 8 10 
MTO-2/2 Pick 2 out of 2 correct options 8 10 
MTO-2/3 Pick 2 out of 3 correct options 8 10 
MTO-3/3 Pick 3 out of 3 correct options 8 10 

 
Notes:  

• You may provide alternate incorrect options in your Item Writing Assignment. Please just indicate 
which options are the “alternates” in your assignment.  

• If you choose to write an item in which only one answer is correct from the options (classic 
multiple-choice item), you may include less than eight options (i.e., include five options with one 
or two alternates).    

 
Suggested Lead-in Questions: 
 
Diagnosis 
 
MTO – 1/2 or 1/3:  
Which one of the following options is the most appropriate next step in diagnosis?  
Which one of the following options is the most likely diagnosis?  
 
MTO – 2/2 or 2/3 or 3/3:  
Which [two or three] of the following options are appropriate next steps in diagnosis? 
Which [two or three] of the following options are likely diagnoses?  
 
Treatment 
 
MTO – 1/2 or 1/3:  
Which one of the following options is the most appropriate therapy? 
In addition to XYZ, which one of the following options is the most appropriate therapy? 
Which one of the following options is the most appropriate initial step in management?   
 
 
 
 



MTO – 2/2 or 2/3 or 3/3:  
Which [two or three] of the following options are appropriate therapies? 
In addition to XYZ, which [two or three] of the following options are appropriate therapies? 
Which [two or three] of the following options are appropriate initial steps in management?   
 
Cost Considerations / Patient Preference 
 
MTO – 1/2 or 1/3:  
Which one of the following options is the most cost-effective approach? 
Which one of the following options for approaches to treatment is most appropriate to discuss with the 
patient or patient’s mother/father/guardian?  
 
[for example, if the mother/father/guardian demands a course of treatment, has done their own web 
research…]  
 
MTO – 2/2 or 2/3 or 3/3:  
Which [two or three] of the following options are cost-effective approaches? 
Which [two or three] of the following options for approaches to treatment are appropriate to discuss with 
the patient or patient’s mother/father/guardian?  
 
[for example, if the mother/father/guardian demands a course of treatment, has done their own web 
research…]  
 
Examples of high quality Applied Items are available via this link.  Please review these exemplary 
items prior writing your items. 

  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B3QoFD34ZexDc3FHRzNDTVBMcmM/view?usp=sharing


Basic Item Writing Guidelines 
 
Rules for writing the vignette or scenario: 

– Focus on a single, clearly defined topic. 
– Exclude irrelevant information (avoid “window dressing” and “red herrings”).  

 EXCEPTION: In some cases, the purpose of the question is to evaluate the ability 
to sort through information to identify what is relevant and what is not. If that is the 
purpose of the question, then “irrelevant” information to “emulate” real-world 
decision making may be included. 

– Do not use abbreviations, jargon, or unnecessary complexity. 
 

Rules for writing the lead-in question:  
– Ask a focused question so that the examinee knows exactly what is being asked of them.  
– Use positively worded lead-ins.  
– Do not write true-false lead-ins such as: Which of the following statements about X is true? 
– If you can answer the lead-in question without looking at the options, then you know 

you’ve written a focused lead-in question.  
– Close the question. In other words, write a full sentence and use a question mark at the end: 

Which of the following is the most likely diagnosis?  
 
Rules for writing the options: 

– Create grammatically parallel options.  
– Use options similar in length and complexity. 
– Use single phrases, if possible.  
– Use mutually exclusive options. 
– It is preferred that multiple correct answer questions have no more than three correct 

answers.   
 
Clues to avoid when writing items so that the test-wise examinee cannot figure out the answer:  

– Grammatical cues: Some options do not follow grammatically from the lead-in; these 
options can easily be ruled out as incorrect by a test-wise examinee.  

– Word repeats: A word or similar word from the stem is in the answer. 
– Long correct answer(s).  
– Absolute terms: Words such as none, never, always are used in the options; these almost 

always can be ruled out as not correct by a test-wise examinee.  
– Paired options: Two options are direct opposites of each other, and one of them is the 

answer; this gives the test-wise examinee a 50/50 chance of getting the item correct.  
– Convergence: The answer has the most words in common with the other options or 

distractors. This usually occurs with long options.   
 
Rules for writing the critique:  

– Definition: A critique is a paragraph or two that explains why the answer(s) is(are) correct 
and why the distractors (or other options) are not.  

– When writing the critique, reference the words in the answers (i.e., Dermatitis) instead of 
the letters (i.e., Option A).  



General Style Notes 

• Use “man” and “woman” instead of “male” and “female.” 
• Correct order of vital signs: Temperature, pulse rate, respirations, and blood pressure. 
• In the beginning of the vignette, use “comes to the office” or “is brought to the emergency 

department” instead of “presents to the office.”  
• Numbers: one through nine are written out, unless they are laboratory values; 10 and above are 

written as numerals.  
• Avoid use of “complains” or “complaints” when describing a patient’s symptoms.  
• Avoid use of “should be” in the items (i.e., Which of the following should be avoided?), because 

this means the answer is really up for debate. 
• Capitalize the first letter in every option and ensure that capitalization is correct in the wording of 

the option.  
• Check that all drugs in your items are current and haven’t been discontinued.  
• In general, options should be in alphabetical order.   
• Temperatures should be presented in Celsius and then Fahrenheit in parentheses.   
• Eponyms should not include ’s (i.e., “Down syndrome” not “Down’s syndrome”).  
• Use serial commas for lists, for example, “one, two, and three” rather than “one, two and three.” 
• Normal values for laboratory tests should be in parentheses next to the current value. 
• Use kilograms (kg) for weight.  
• Greek letters should be used (i.e., “β” not “beta”) 
• Use italics with genes (i.e., BRAF). 
• Use "skin-colored" versus "flesh-colored."  
• Use “shown” to refer to the image within the item. (i.e., “The image shown was obtained.”) 
• When in doubt, follow the AMA style guidelines.  


