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Writing Test Items to Assess Reading Comprehension
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Abstract

This article presents theoretical and practical suggestions for
developing multiple-choice test items to measure reading comprehension
ability. The writer briefly discusses the theoretical consideration by pointing
out the five areas of reading comprehension: getting the main idea,
identifying the supporting ideas, understanding details, deriving textually
implicit information and understanding scriptually implicit information. The
writer uses sample passages and test items, with the answer key, to illustrate
each point under discussion. Also offered are practical tips for writing good
test items. '
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1, laamavan (main idea)

2. Tan1158¢ (supporting ideas)

3. Taanudean (details)

P . o .
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5. msinlaamulasardeanuinnmeuanysznau (understanding

scriptually implicit information)
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Appendix

Sample Test Passages and Test Items with Answer Keys

Text 1

Aside from their value as jewels, diamonds have countless industrial
uses. Diamond-tipped needles improve the sound of phonographs. Diamond-
edgéd saws cut through concrete and marble; diamond drills bite through
rock to reach oil deposits. Eye surgeons use diamond-tipped scalpels for
delicate cutting.

1. This text is about

a, oil c. jewel

b. health d. diamond
2. The main idea is that

a. eye surgeons must have delicate skills

b. diamonds used as jewels are valuable

c. diamonds are useful in many industries

d. oil is deposited under layers of rocks

3. All of the following words are cutting tools except

a. needles (line 2) c. saws (line 3) _
b. drills (line 3) d. scalpels (line 4)
4. The phrase “Aside from” (line1) can best be replaced by _ .
a. Before c. Despite
b. Besides d. Without

5. The paragraph prior to this text most probably discusses the
a. demand for diamonds in industry.
b. mining and cutting of diamonds
c. production of synthetic diamonds
d. use of diamonds as jewels

Answer Key: 1.d  2.¢ 3.a 4b 5.d
Source : Damrong Attaprechakul. 1991. EL 172 Reading Lab Material.
Roneo.
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Text 2

Pete was telling a friend that he had just lost his job. “Why did the
foreman fire you?” the friend asked in surprise.

“Oh,” Pete said, “you know how foremen are. They stand around
with their hands in their pockets watching everybody else work.”

“We all know that,” replied his friend. “But why did he let you go?”

“Jealousy,” answered Pete. “All the other workers thought I was the
foreman.”

6. When the foreman fired Pete, Pete
a. lost his job ¢. allowed the foreman to leave
b. became a foreman d. let the foreman do no work

7. When Pete said that he had just lost his job, his friend
a. was glad about it c. could hardly believe it
b. was jealous of him d. could not help laughing

8. Pete and his friend believe that foremen :
a. do not do much work c. are most hard working
b. do not understand their workers  d. are jealous

9. We may conclude that Pete, while on his Jast job,

a. liked his foreman c. was a good foreman

b. did very little work d. was the best worker
10. The main purpose of this passage is to ,

a. describe a person c. solve a problem

b. introduce a new idea d. tell a joke

AnswerKey: 6.a 7.¢ 8.a 9.b 10.d
Source : Damrong Attaprechakul. 1991, EL 172 Reading Lab Material.
Roneo.

Text 3

Public goods are those commodities from whose enjoyment nobody
can be effectively excluded. Everybody is free to enjoy the benefits of these
commodities, and one person’s utilization does not reduce the possibilities of
anybody else’s enjoying the same good.

Examples of public goods are not as rare as one might expect. A
flood control dam is a public good. Once the darn is built, all persons living
in the area will benefit--irrespective of their own contribution to the
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construction cost of the dam. The same holds true for highway signs or aids
to navigation. Once a lighthouse is built, no ship of any nationality can be
effectively excluded from the utilization of the lighthouse for navigational
purposes. National defense is another example. Even a person who voted
against military expenditures or did not pay any taxes will benefit from the
protection afforded.

11. With what topic is the passage mainly concerned?
a. Mechanisms for safer navigation _
b. The economic structure of the marketplace
c. A specific group of commodities
d. The advantages of lowering taxes

12. Which of the following would NOT be an example of a public good as
described in the passage?

a. A taxicab c. A fire truck
b. A bridge d. A stoplight
13. The word “holds” could best be replaced by which of the following?
a. has C. grasps
b. is d. carries

14. According to the passage, finding out the social costs of a.public good is a
a. difficult procedure c. matter of personal judgment
b. daily administrative duty d. citizen’s responsibility

15. Which of the following statements best describes the organization of the
. passage?
a. Suggestions for the application of an economic concept are offered.
b. Several generalizations are presented from which various
conclusions are drawn.
c. Persuasive language is used to argue against a popular idea.
d. A general concept is defined and then examples are given.

Answer Key: 11.c 12.a 13.b 14.a 15.d
Source : Educational Testing Service. TOEFL. November, 1987.
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Text 4

A commercial flashing on our TV screens these days shows men and
women trying to buy a bit of time. It catches the plight of most of us in
hurry-scurry world. “I don’t want a 40-hour week,” says Nicholas Murray
Butler, former president of Columbia University. “I want a 40-hour day.”

I never cease to marvel at how some people, working with the same
number of hours we all have, seem to get so much more done. How do they
do it?

_ For one thing, don’t squander the bits and pieces of time that
punctuate our days. Rather than wasting energy getting irritated waiting for a
phone call or a repair person, they capture those moments creatively. They
keep tools handy--a pen, a book, a pair of scissors, a needle, whatever.

Such constructive use of time is available to us all. A Seattle
businessman carries a briefcase in which he has paper and envelopes for
penning letters. In odd moments he keeps countless friendships alive.

A woman [ know memorized the Sermon on the Mount while
commuting. A bedspread in our home was quilted by my mother-in-law.
Though extremely busy, she found minutes to prepare a beautiful gift full of
memories for her family.

Remember, most time is wasted in mmutes not hours. The average
person diddles away enough minutes in ten years to have earned a college
degree.

Thinking of this reniinds me of a verse from my childhood by Julia
Fletcher Carney:

Little drops of water,
Little grains of sand,
Make the mighty ocean
And the pleasant land.

Do you recall the next four lines?
So the little minutes,
Humble though they be,
Make the mighty ages
of eternity.

16. The main idea of this text is that
a. people will live a fuller life if they enjoy good poetry
b. people will get things done if they make full use of their time
c. everyone who leads a modern way of life is busy
d. nobody has enough time to do what they need to get done
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17. As these five bold-typed words are used in the text, squander is closest

in meaning to
a. buy c. found
b. capture d. diddles

18. The writer mentions television commercials to stress
a. the effectiveness of modern media
b. the quick pace of a modern life
c. the need for a 40-hour day
d. the importance of time

19. The writer’s main objective in writing this text is to

a. give advice c. question a belief

b. explain a concept d. show appreciation of poetry
20. The proverb that best summarizes the text message is * ”.
a. One’s meat is another’s poison
b. All that glitters is not gold
¢. Tides and time wait for no men
d. A bird in hand is worth two in the bush

21. This text most likely appears in a magazine called
a. Asiaweek ¢. Reader’s Digest
b. Scientists d. National Geographic

Answer Key: 16.b 17.d 18.d 19.a 20.¢ 2l.¢
Source : Damrong Attaprechakul. 1991. EL 172 Reading Lab Material.
Roneo.

Text S

These statements concern personal reactions to a number of different
situations. No two statements are exactly alike, so consider each statement
carefully before answering. If a statement is true, or mostly true, as applied
" to you, circle the T. If a statement is false, or not usually true, as applied to
you, circle the F.

1. I find it hard to imitate the behavior of other people. T

2.1 guess I put on a show to impress or entertain people. T

3. I would probably make a good actor. T

4. I sometimes appear to others to be experiencing

deeper emotions than I actually am. T F
5. In a group of people I am rarely the center of attention. T

F
F
F
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6. In different situations and with different people,

I often act like very different persons. T F
7. 1 can only argue for ideas I already believe. T F
8. In order to get along and be liked, I tend to be :

what people expect me to be rather than anything else. T F
9. I may deceive people by being friendly

when I really dislike them. T F
10. I’'m not always the person I appear to be. T F

_ Scoring: Give yourself one point for each of questions 1, 5 and 7 that
you answered F. Give yourself one point for each of the remaining questions
that you answered T. Add up your points. If you are a good judge of
yourself and scored 7 or above, you are probably a high self-monitoring
individual; 3 or below, you are probably a low self-monitoring individual.

Each of the three ladies--Anong, Marasri and Naree--rates herself as
shown in the table below:

Item
Name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Anong F T T T F T T T T T
Marasri T F F T T F F F F F
Naree T F F F F T T T T T

22. If Anong follows the instructions when she rates herself, her answer sheet
to Item 1 should look like: 7

a. T F c. T X

b T F d T @

23. We may conclude from her score that Marasri is
a. a good judge of herself
b. 2 moderate self-monitoring person
c. poor at adapting herself to the situation
d. quite popular among both friends and foes

24. If actors, politicians and lawyers are high scorers, it seems most likely
that
a. Anong is a lawyer ¢. Naree is an actress
b. Marasri is a politician d. Anong and Naree are actresses

25. The average or mean score of the three Iadi;as is
a5 c. 5.67
b.5.33 d. none of the above
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Answer Key: 22.d 23.c¢ 24.a 25.b
Source : Damrong Attaprechakul. 1985. Effective tests for Englzsh

Proficiency test, entrance exams, TOEFL tests. Bangkok
Thai Wattana Panich.
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