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Introduction 

Reverse the polarity of the Navigational Deflector to emit an 
inverse tachyon pulse through a subspace beacon, while 

rerouting the power from the impulse engines through the 
Okuda conduits to the forward sensor array's antimatter pod, 

using the auxiliary fusion generator to turn the power back on. 
    Wil Wheaton, Channeling Ensign Wesley Crusher 

 

ocumentation is the scourge of software developers 
and users alike.  Developers hate to write the stuff, 
and users universally hate to read it.  I‟m hoping that 

this manual won‟t suffer from those scourges.  While I love 
technobabble (see above) as much as the next geek, it really 
doesn‟t belong in a manual targeted at people that want to use 
an application and not have to learn a complex new job skill. 

What I‟m getting at is that you probably don‟t want to get 
buried in the minutia of assessment theory when all you want 
to do is see how your classroom1 performed on the last 
chapter quiz.  As I write this, I‟m going to try to imagine you 
sitting across from me in a one-on-one training session.  I‟m 

                                                 
 
1 You‟re going to see “classroom”, “teacher”, and “student” used in here.  I could have said “trainer”, 

“examinee”, and “proctor”.  I‟m figuring that the most common user of this package is going to be a 
teacher, so that‟s what I‟m going with.   
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going to tell you what you need to do to accomplish a 
task…and then move on.     

How to use this user’s guide 
Here‟s what‟s going to be covered in the text: 

1. Setting up the system for the first time. 

2. Creating an answer key. 

3. Scoring using the key. 

4. Looking at the results by assessment. 

5. Looking at the results by examinee. 

Before you even start playing with the software I‟d 
recommend reading through the manual2 

Next, “play” with the system in a not-ready-for-prime-time set 
of files.  You don‟t want to experiment on your students.  Get 
some familiarity with the software before you inflict the 
process on your minions.   

Finally, jump into the deep end and start using the software on 
a regular basis in your classroom.  If you don‟t use Examiner 
Express on a regular basis you‟ll probably find it gathering 
dust.  Once you get over the initial learning curve, you‟ll 
wonder how you got along without the software. 

                                                 
 
2 You do read manuals for bed-time reading, don‟t you?  Both my sons and I do, and look at us!  

We‟re perfectly normal people. 
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A little bit of background… 
Examiner Express is built on the foundation of The Examiner 
System, a full-featured professional assessment and examinee 
management system that was originally released in 1985.   That 
release was built on the experiences gained from the PLATO 
system, the first large-scale, multi-user, computer-based 
educational system in the world3.  Along the way I‟ve seen 
what works, and what doesn‟t work.  The databases, 
structures, and features that you‟ll be working with in this 
program are based on over a quarter century of input from 
Real Users.   When I give a training session I often will sit 
across the table from a new user and watch their forehead.  If 
I see a wrinkled brow, I‟ll ask “what‟s wrong?”  I‟ll then tweak  
the software so that the next time a user wanders past that 
point a smooth forehead will be present.  If you don‟t 
understand something, the fault is mine, not yours.  Send me 
an email4, call me on the phone5, bang on the office door 6; I‟ll 
listen to you. 

Ready?  Let‟s get started!

                                                 
 
3 If you want to have a classic, old-school computer-based education experience check out cyber1.org 

on the internet.  You can sign up for access to a real, live, PLATO system hosted on a PC server.  
You can even check out some of the programs that I wrote 30 years ago! 

4 Go to our website to see the current support email address.  A human being will actually read your 
note and respond to it. 

5 Ditto. 

6 Monday – Friday, 9AM – 5PM. 



 

 4 

 

Getting Started 
Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end: then stop. 

The King in Alice in Wonderland – Lewis Carroll 
 

n this chapter you‟ll perform a number of tasks: 
 
 

 Learn the general screen conventions used in 
Examiner Express. 

And once you know that: 

 Create a history file that will store information on your 
assessments and students. 

 Create a key file that will store the answer keys used 
for scoring your assessments. 

First off, install the software7.  

                                                 
 
7 If you haven‟t, how are you reading this?  Oh!  You cleverly printed out a copy of the 
documentation in advance of running the software.  If you haven‟t installed the software, run 
“run_me.exe” on your installation CD or file image and follow the directions.  I‟ll wait while you do 
it. 

Chapter 
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After the installation, look in your program listings8.  There 
will be an entry in there that should look something like this: 

 

Click on “Examiner Express” to launch the program.  After 
the splash screen appears, you‟ll be greeted by this display: 

 

This display shows a typical layout.  At the very top are the 
major parts of the program.  Clicking on a major section‟s icon 
will cause the included sub-sections of that major part to be 
displayed. In general, only the major sections will have text 
associated with them. 

Directly below the major section are the sub-sections.  To see 
what clicking on an icon will do, place you mouse over the 
icon9 and let it rest for a second.  A short explanation of what 
that option does will appear in short order. 

                                                 
 
8 I‟ll assume you know where to look for programs.  It‟s different depending on what flavor of 
Window you are using. 

9 Actually, place your mouse pointer over the icon.  Don‟t be a stickler, eh? 
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Two special icons appear on the right side of the display: 

 

This is the “Exit Door”.  When you click on this icon 
the program will shut down.  If you have unsaved data 
you will be warned and given the opportunity to save 
your work. 

 

Clicking here will show the splash10 screen.  This screen 
will show the release level of the software, along with 
phone and internet addresses. 

 

Attaching the Files 
In this step you‟ll be creating two files11: 

 History File – This file will hold your assessment 
results.  Think of it as your class record book. 

 Key File – This file will hold the answer keys for all 
your assessments.  It‟s your collection of grading 
rubrics. 

Once you‟ve created these two files they will be automatically 
attached when you run the software.  So, bottom line:  you‟ll 
perform these obnoxious steps just once.  Yes, this is all a bit 
“geeky”, but it‟s unavoidable.  If you are having trouble with 

                                                 
 
10 “Splash”, as in “it splashes on your screen”. 

11 If you‟ve already done this, you probably don‟t need to do it again! 
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this and the next step, call on your system administrator or 
software support person for assistance12. 

Click on the file open icon, , to attach the history file.  The 
following options will be shown: 

 

Click on the “Create a New Records File” line13. 

Next, determine where you want to store you data.  The 
following information is very important: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
 
12 Alternatively, you can probably ask any of your students to help you out.  I‟ve met second graders 

that can do a pretty decent job of getting a computer program up and running. 

13 If you‟ve previously used Examiner Express the numbered slots will have your most recently used 

history files.  You can get into the last file you used by clicking on the file in the list.  There is no need 
to browse, and certainly no need to create another file. 

Do not place your history file or key file in the 
same folder or sub-folder that was used to store the 
program.  To be more specific:  do not install your 
databases in or under c:\program files\the 
examiner.  Versions of Microsoft Windows Vista 
and later will often prevent you from writing to files 
in any folder or sub-folder of c:\program files.  
Needless to say, it will be very difficult storing 
assessment results to a folder that won‟t let you 
write to it. 
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When you installed the software the setup program prompted 
you for a folder, suggesting C:\ExaminerData.  Unless you 
have some pressing need, such as wanting to store your data 
on a network, use the suggested setting. If you do want to 
store your data in a different location create the folder that will 
be used for storing your data, and then use the New Records 
File option to create a records file14.  Name the file something 
that makes sense such as “ClassroomHistory” or 
“AssessmentResults”15.  Click on the “Open” key in the 
browse box, and then answer “OK” when asked if you want 
to create the file. 

Next, click on the key open icon, , to attach the key file.  
The following options will be shown: 

 

Click on the “Create a New Key File” line.  The usual browse 
box will appear.  I recommend that you put the key file in the 
same folder as the history file you just created.  Again, give the 
file a name that you‟ll easily recognize, something like 
“AssessmentKeys”. 

Click on the “Open” key in the browse box, and then answer 
“OK” when asked if you want to create the file. 

                                                 
 
14 The records file is actually a Microsoft Access database.  However, you DO NOT need to have 

Microsoft Access to run the program! 

15 A good rule of thumb is to always name a file with something recognizable.  You‟d be surprised at 

how many people ignore this and end up being unable to tell one Access file from another! 
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There!  Now, you‟re done with the obnoxious bits and can 
move on to creating answer keys, scoring assessments, and 
looking at the results. 
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Basic Scoring 
 "Well, I just...I thought...well, I just thought you'd be teaching me more, 

that's all." 
"I'm teaching you things all the time," said Lu-Tze. "You might not be 

learning them, of course." 
Thief of Time – Terry Pratchett 

 

coring is a pain in the neck16.  There are some 
assessments that you have to score manually.  As much 
as the AI17 folks claim to have systems that will 

accurately read and score essays, you and I know that only the 
Mark-I eyeball will do for that. 

Multiple-choice assessments are a different matter.  Create an 
answer key, have the student fill out a little bubble sheet18, run 
the sheets through the scanner, and look at the results.  Not 
counting the assessment time, five minutes tops. 

                                                 
 
16 It is a pain in various other places, too.  Sitting on a soft cushion whilst scoring assessments helps.  

Saying to your spouse, “Dear, would you please help me score these 37 quizzes??”, helps. 

17 “Artificial Intelligence”.  AI is a computer feature that will be with us Real Soon Now.  I seem to 

remember hearing that in 1967. 

18 Called by the product‟s purveyors, “Optical Mark Reading” or OMR.  There is nothing quite like 

giving a nice technobabble name to what is a pretty simple process.  This is why they are eating prime 
rib and you and I are dining on tofu. 

Chapter 
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http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Terry_Pratchett
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In this chapter you will learn how to: 

 Create an answer key. 

 Score an assessment. 

The Parts of a Key19 
Now is probably as good a time as any to explain what the 
different parts of a key are.   

Most assessments are based on material that has been taught, 
either as “direct” teaching in a classroom or from material that 
has been extracted from a book.  The records structure used 
by Examiner Express is descended from the system that was 
developed for The Examiner item banking system. 

In a classroom, content is usually divided into subjects and 
topics.  In Examiner Express we follow this design and call 
the major category of assessments the “Subject”20.  When an 
individual assessment is created, it is based on a design.  That 
design is called in Examiner Express an “Assessment”.  When 

                                                 
 
19 This is probably going to be the most confusing part of the user‟s guide.  What you are holding in 

your hands is no doubt the tenth or eleventh iteration of this section.  And, you are STILL probably 
going to be confused.  If you want to skip over this section, knock yourself out.  In the long run it 
will let you design answer keys that will give you all sorts of wondrous statistics.  In the short run, and 
if you are just planning on creating keys “on the fly” for something you are working on Right Now, 
you don‟t need all the background.  Just skip on to the “how to do it…” section.   

20 Users of our full-blown product, The Examiner System, are asking themselves at this point “Hey, 

what about Banks and Profiles?”.  What ExaminerExpress calls “Subjects” are the “Banks” and what 
is called “Assessments” are actually “Profiles”.  If you have no idea what I‟m talking about, it‟s 
probably because you‟ve never even SEEN The Examiner.  In that case, just ignore what I just said, 
smile politely, and continue on reading this user‟s guide as if you had never seen this footnote.  If you 
DO know what a “Bank” and a “Profile” are, all I can tell you is that I‟ve run this document past 
some Human Factor types that had never seen The Examiner and they each took out a Very Big 
Stick.  Whilst smacking me with said stick they all said “Lose The Banks…”.  I have therefore “Lost 
The Banks”.  Deal with it.  I had to, you can, too. 
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a key is created it is identified by a unique number21.  When 
you score an assessment you will say something like: “I want 
to use key number „23455‟ ”.  This key will contain the name 
of a subject and assessment, a list of unique items, and the 
scoring criteria for those items.  In addition, it will contain 
mastery information for the assessment.  In short, it‟s a rubric. 

In a classroom you try very hard to prevent cheating.  To do 
that, you make multiple forms of an assessment.  For example 
in your “arithmetic” subject you can have three identically 
named assessments called “Chapter 1 – Quiz 1”.  Each of 
those three assessments, while having the same name, will 
have a unique key number.  When you look at the 
assessment‟s results you really don‟t care which of the forms 
your student saw.  All you care about is “what was their grade 
on the assessments called “Chapter 1 – Quiz 1”.  A table 
might make things easier to understand22: 

Subject Assessment Key 

Arithmetic 

Chapter 1 – Quiz 1 

14003 

14004 

14004 

Chapter 1 – Quiz 2 

15323 

15333 

                                                 
 
21 Again, a change for the “classic” Examiner System.  For simplicity‟s sake I‟ve removed the 

Bank/Key Number identity pair and replaced it with one number.  

22 Then again, it might not. 
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In this example, all the assessments are coming out of a 
subject called “Arithmetic”.  Keys are being created for two 
different quizzes in Chapter 1.  “Quiz 1” is being created in 
three forms, while “Quiz 2” is being created with two forms.  
Each of those forms has its own unique key number. 

Every element that you put into a key‟s definition is searchable 
when you review the assessment‟s results.  If you want to see 
the combined results for “Chapter 1 – Quiz 1” you‟d only 
search on that.  If you wanted to see just the results from the 
second form you‟d search on key “14004”.  Further, if you‟d 
like to see the results of all the assessments that were given 
from the “Arithmetic” subject area you‟d search on that. 

A lot of this will become obvious once you actually start 
scoring assessments and look at the results.23 

With these definitions in hand, let‟s create a key. 

                                                 
 
23 A slap on the forehead and a “Duh! Now I see why that clever programmer did it this way” is 

usually what happens.  Trust me on this.  The basic design of the system is the result of around a 
quarter century of work.  Setting things up like this at the front end results in a wealth of data at the 
back end.  You will no doubt be rolling your eyes at me until you start seeing the results.  After your 
“Ah-Hah!” moment you will be sending me presents in gratitude (You can send them c/o the address 
on the copyright page.   I can only dream…). 
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Creating an Answer Key 

Click on the “Score” icon,  , and then click on the “Key” 

icon,  , to access the key options.  Next, click on the 
“Create a New Key” line in the menu. 

 

This screen will appear: 

 

Since you‟re using the “Chatsworth” version of Examiner 
Express, we can use the “Load From Scanner” option.  Click 

on the “Load From Scanner” icon: .  You will have to set 

up the scanner the first time that you use the software.  Refer 
to the “Setting up Your Scanner” section of this document24. 

                                                 
 
24 Why clutter things up here with a long-winded explanation when all you want to do is to make a 

key! 
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Scanning in the Key 
If you‟ve correctly initialized your scanner, you should see a 
screen that looks like this: 

 

At this stage, three pieces of information on the screen are of 
concern to you. 

 In the upper-right is shown the scanner and its 
communication settings.  If you need to fix them, click 
on the “Configuration Wizard” button:  and follow 
the previously referenced directions. 

 At the bottom is the “Scanning Monitor”.  The 
monitor tracks the communication between Examiner 
Express and the scanner.  If you are running into 
problems this area is a good place to look for 
explanations.  If you can‟t figure things I may ask you 
to “Send Me The Log”.  Click on the “Save Log” 
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icon, , to save the log to a disk file that can be 
emailed to me25. 

 In the upper left is the name of the current “Scanner 
Definition File”.  This is a special file that tells 
Examiner Express how to interpret the information 
coming from the scanner and turn it into something 
the program can use.  

The first two items are pretty self explanatory.  The latter 
isn‟t. 

                                                 
 
25 Check the end of this document or our website for the current email address.   
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Each bubble-sheet card has a unique definition file associated 
with it.  The name of the file is usually derived from the form‟s 
name or product number.   Here‟s a typical bubble-sheet card 
used by the Chatsworth ACP-100 scanner: 

  

 

 The top part of the card is 
where you will put something 
that human beings26 can read 
that will identify the card. 

 The black marks along the left 
edge are called “timing lines” 
and are used by the scanner. 

 The top zone of “bubbles” is 
where some sort of 
identification number is 
entered. 

 The bottom half of the card is 
used to record the answer to an 
assessment or the key for the 
assessment. 

There are many different kinds of 
cards out there and they might not 
look like this one.  This is just an 
example! 

 
The file associated with this is “H45070-0.CHT”.  So, to use 

                                                 
 
26 Known as “wetware” in the biz. 

Scanner Definition File 
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this card with Examiner Express you would click on the 
Scanner Definition File field (that‟s the field, right below the 
title), browse27 to “C:\program files\the 
examiner\scanning definitions”, and select that file.  
You should see the following screen: 

 

If you installed Examiner Express to a different folder you 
should browse to that folder.  If all else fails, use the “Find 
File” button, , to locate the file. 

                                                 
 
27 On some 64-bit versions of Windows the software may be in the “Program Files (x86)” instead of 

“Program Files” folder. 
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Your next step is to fill out a bubble sheet.  Your completed 
card should look something like this: 

 

 At the top I‟ve said this is a “Key 
Card” so I know it‟s not a student‟s 
card. 

 I‟ve said exactly what this is a key 
for.  In this case, “Math 1-7”.  That 
may mean “Math, Chapter 1, Quiz 
7”.  I probably should have put in a 
date, but I‟m not perfect. 

 I‟ve bubbled in the 20 answers that 
are in this quiz. 

 Note that this card will handle up 
to 50 items.  There are single-sided 
cards that will handle up to 160 
items28 

 

Making sure that the scanner is turned on, and that you aren‟t 
seeing any error messages in the “Scanning Monitor” (they‟ll 
be obvious…they will be in red!), click on the “Scan Card” 
button,  .  The light on the scanner should turn 
green.  Feed your card into the scanner, paying attention to its 
orientation: face down with the timing marks on the right29.  
                                                 
 
28 If you are using more than 100 items on an assessment you should be Severely Chastised.  Do you 

remember sitting through a test (and I purposely use the word “test” and not assessment)?  After the 
first 50 or so items you‟re just slogging through, hoping to get done.  Do you really think that a 100-
plus item assessment is really getting any decent information after the first 50 items?  
29 There‟s a little picture on the scanner‟s feed bed showing you how to orient the card.  I didn‟t 

notice it the first time I used the scanner, so you probably won‟t either. 

Scanning in the Key 
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The card should feed and then be ejected out the back of the 
scanner.  The screen should show something like this: 

 

Looking at the monitor you can see the information that was 
read off the card and what the software did with the 
information30.  In this case, create a key.  If what you see after 
the “Waiting for card entry” isn‟t something very similar to 
what you see above, it probably means that the Chatsworth 
reader wasn‟t set up correctly or you fed the card in 
incorrectly.  Go back and fix it.  If all is well, click on the 
“OK” in the message box to continue. 

                                                 
 

30 Looking at the line you‟ll see something like: “$$IT:ABCCABABDDAA”.  The letters should 

correspond to the bubbles you filled in on your sheet.  If they don‟t check to make sure you didn‟t 
feed the card in upside down.  
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The screen should change to show what was scanned in from 
the sheet: 

 

The letters you have “bubbled in” on the card31 have been 
entered into the key list as the correct alternatives.  Let‟s look 
at each of the entries on the page.  Some have been 
automatically filled in for you. 

Subject: 
This is the name of the subject.  In this 
example, I‟ve chosen to call this subject 
“Math”. 

                                                 
 
31 No, the scanner isn‟t clever enough to read things you have WRITTEN on the top of the card! 

Editing the Key 



 

 22 

 

Assessment: 

This is the name of the particular assessment 
we are working with.  In this case, “Math 1-7”.  
You can come up with your own naming 
scheme. 

Key 
Number: 

This number uniquely identifies the key in your 
collection of keys.  In this case, there can be 
one, and only one, key in our keyfile with the 
number “1003”.  Remember, though, that you 
can have multiple keys for a single assessment.  
So, I could create a “form B” of my Math 1-7 
assessment with a different set of answers.  It 
would have to have a different key number. 

Assessment 
Date 

By default, this is today‟s date and time.  If you 
want to change this click on the date field and 
then select a new date. 

Number of 
Items 

This is what was scanned off the card. 

Memo 
This is the default phrase.  You can change this 
to anything you want. 
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Mastery 

You can specify mastery either as an absolute 
number of points, or as a percentage of the 
total number of points.  In either case, the 
corresponding percent or absolute value is 
automatically calculated.  Remember that if you 
specify a percentage that results in a fractional 
mastery point such as “16.5” the system will 
automatically round that up to 17 points32. 

 

A number of additional options are available: 

 Click on the disk icon to save the key. 

 

Click on the exit door to leave.  If you have edited the 
key, or if this is a new key, you will be asked if you 
want to leave without saving your changes. 

 

Click on the printer to create a print or PDF file of the 
key.  It is always wise to keep a PDF copy of the key 
available. 

 
Click on the red “X” to delete the key.  Once deleted, a 
key cannot be recovered. 

 

If you are happy with your key, click on the  icon to save 
your key.  Next, we‟ll move on to scoring an assessment. 

                                                 
 
32 If you make multiple forms of an assessment, and give those different forms the same name then the 

system will probably display erroneous data when you look at the results.  If you use different mastery 
points, name the assessments with unique names.  The reason for this will become quite obvious 
when we start to look at the result. 
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Scanning an Assessment 
Since we‟ll be using the scanner, make sure it is plugged in and 
powered up.  If you don‟t do this, you will see an error 
message when you attempt to score. 

Click on the “Score” tab and then the  key to launch the 
scoring process.  If there is a problem with the scanner you‟ll 
see some error messages.  Refer to the “Setting up Your 
Scanner” section for instructions in how to set up your 
scanner. 

Initially your screen will start with blank entries for many of 
the fields.  After you have edited the screen it will look 
something like this:  

 

Here‟s what is in each of the fields: 

Scanner 
Definition File 

This file tells the software how to interpret 
the OMR card.  See page 17 for an 
explanation. 
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Exam Date 

By default this is the current date.  If you 
want to use a different date, click on the 
current date and select one.  You must 
also make a mark in the “override scanned 
date” box. 

Assessment 
Answer Key: 

This selects the key that will be used for 
scoring the assessment.  See page 21 for 
information on keys.  If you don‟t select 
the correct key, your assessment won‟t be 
graded correctly33.   

For the following options the check box to the left of the option must be 
marked to activate the option.  If the “Halt” criteria are met a warning 

message will be shown. 

Halt if score… 

If an assessment is scored and the score is 
less than the stated percentage a warning 
message will be shown and you will be 
asked for a confirmation before the record 
is stored in the history file.  I recommend 
that you always use this option as it will 
prevent you from storing an assessment 
that was scored with an incorrect key34 

                                                 
 
33 This is why you need to make sure to mark the answer key information on any assessment that you 

hand out.  If you suddenly find that all your students are failing all their assessments it‟s a pretty good 
bet that you‟ve been grading your assessments with the wrong key.  This is why you use the low score 
warning option.  It is always best to catch a problem before the assessment is stored in your history 
file. 

34 And what value do you put in there?  Well, if your assessment is predominately a five-alternative 

multiple choice assessment the “random chance” score would be 20% (as in “if the student randomly 
filled in bubbles they would have a 1-in-5 chance of hitting the correct alternative”).  If you are 
scoring an assessment with the wrong key, you‟d probably be seeing that sort of situation.  So, use a 
score a little bit above the random chance point as your “halt” point. 
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Halt on blank 
ID… 

The examinee ID is the primary key used 
to identify a student in the history file.  If 
the scanned ID has a problem, then the 
record might be misidentified.  Selecting 
this option will reduce this problem. 

Halt if ID 
length… 

Again, this is a quality assurance option.  
Setting the option will make sure that the 
ID is the length it should be.  If you use 
IDs of varying lengths don‟t use this 
option. 

Review scan 
before scoring. 

If this option is marked an on-screen view 
of the scanned card will be shown.  You 
can change information from the card if 
you want.  You can also use the on-screen 
view to enter a student‟s name into the 
history records, associating it with the 
currently scanned examinee ID from the 
card. 
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Assessment Labeling 
The assessment labeling option is one of the most powerful 
features of the scoring system. 

 

This option essentially “stamps” an assessment‟s record with 
the information in the labeling table.  When you are viewing 
completed assessments you can use the labeling fields as 
filters, viewing only those assessments that contain the label 
values you have selected. 

In the above example there are two fields: “Class” and 
“Teacher”.  When an assessment is scored with those settings 
marked “active” the information in the “Field Value” section 
will be stamped on the assessments.  In this case, a field called 
“Class” will be stamped with “Afternoon”; a field called 
“Teacher” will be stamped with “Dorothy”.  If you are scoring 
an assessment with, say, a different teacher you could change 
the field value to “Mabel”.   

To add a field, enter the new field in the “Field Name” slot.  
You can only put in one instance of a field name.  For 
example, you can‟t have “Field Name = Teacher” occurring 
twice in the list.  

When you are ready to scan, click on the “Scan Card” button.  
The light on the scanner should turn from red to green.  Feed 
a card into the scanner with the bubbles on the bottom and 
the black timing marks on the right.  If all is well, the scanner 
will pull in the card are eject it out of the back of the scanner. 
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A number of things can happen at this point depending on 
what options you have set, and what‟s on the card.  Let‟s look 
at a flow chart35. 

                                                 
 
35 This is Very Old School.  As in “guys with punch-cards in their pocket use flow charts”.  I like 

flow charts.  I think they make things obvious.  I hope this one is obvious to you. 
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Let‟s see if I can make some sense 
out of this diagram…  Here‟s what 
happens: 

1. You hit “Scan”, wait for the light to 
turn green on the scanner, and feed a 
card in. 

2. If you‟ve fed the card in the right way, 
it will be ejected out of the back of the 
reader.  If you put it in upside down it 
will be ejected out of the front. 

3. If there is a physical scan error you get 
a message and can rescan.   

4. If you‟ve said “I want to review” you 
see a page with an image of the card.  
You can either skip the card or 
continue with the scoring process for 
the current card. 

5. If activated, the ID will be checked to 
make sure it is OK.  If there is an error 
you can either ignore it or scan a new 
card. 

6. The card is then scored using the 
currently selected answer key. 

7. If activated, the score will be checked 
and if out of range you can either 
ignore the error or rescan the card.  If 
you seen an error the answer key 
should be checked to make sure you 
are using the correct key. 

8. The results are stored in the history 
file. 

9. Another card is then fed into the 
scanner or the “Stop” button is 
clicked. 
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The most common problems you will run into are: 

 You didn‟t feed the card in correctly36.  If you feed the 
card in upside-down the scanner will reject it.  If you 
feed the card in backwards it will probably read it, but 
the data in the monitor will be wrong. 

 You selected the wrong scanner definition file.  You 
can usually figure out this has happened by looking at 
the data in the Scanning Monitor table.  If it doesn‟t 
seem to correspond to the card, you probably have 
the wrong file. 

 You didn‟t score with the correct answer key.  This 
will show up when your assessments all have very low 
scores. 

The scanner will sit there waiting for more cards until you click 
on the “Stop” button.  If you wait too long between cards a 
message will pop up telling you the unit has “timed out”.  If 
you want to keep scanning, click on “Retry”; to stop scanning 
click on “Cancel”. 

When you are completely done with scanning click on the exit 
door,  , above the area you are working in. 

                                                 
 
36 Isn‟t it amazing the way “In Correctly” and “Incorrectly” are so close?  Well, I think it‟s amazing. 
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Editing the Sheet 
If you have opted to “review while scanning” a screen will be 
shown after each card has been read: 

 

The student‟s responses will be shown in the grid on the right.  
Clicking on a selected grid cell will de-select it.  Clicking on a 
de-selected grid cell will select it37.  Usually only the student‟s 
ID will be scanned off the card…there‟s rarely room for a 
name field.  If you want to store a name with the card fill in 
the top-left portion of the screen.  If you don‟t add a name 
here you will be able to do it later on while viewing the 
completed assessments.  Any labeling information will be 
shown at the bottom-right.  You can edit this information.  To 
continue, saving the card, click on the score the assessment 

button: .  To continue without saving, click on the skip 
sheet button:  .  Clicking on either of these buttons will 

                                                 
 

37 Well, that‟s pretty obvious, eh? 
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return you to the scanning page where you can feed another 
sheet into the scanner. 
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Assessment Results 

Figures often beguile me, particularly when I have the 
arranging of them myself; in which case the remark 

attributed to Disraeli would often apply with justice and 
force: "There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies and 

statistics."  
Mark Twain's Own Autobiography: The Chapters from the North American 

Review 
 

nce you have scanned assessments into the system 
you can start to work with the results.  As the 
epigram implies, you can always get numbers out of 

your analysis.  Some of those numbers aren‟t worth the paper 
they are printed on38.  Know what you are doing, and know 
where the numbers are coming from before you start using 
them to make decisions. 

You can look at the data in two ways: 

                                                 
 
38GIGO: Garbage In, Garbage Out.  Just because your computer is spitting out numbers doesn‟t 

mean those numbers mean anything real.  If the population that is contributing data to your analysis 
set is too small; if it isn‟t homogeneous; if the assessment conditions weren‟t consistent…  Any 
number of things can contribute to looking at bogus results.  At the end of the day you are going to 
have to personally justify the numbers that you will want to wave about.  Simply saying “The 
Computer Says…” doesn‟t cut it. 
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 Assessments – You select a particular assessment or 
set of assessments and see how a group of students 
performed on that assessment. 

 Students – You select a particular student and see how 
that student performed on a set of assessments. 

In this chapter we will look at the data from the viewpoint of 
assessments.  To get into this section of the software, click on 

the “Assessments” icon: .  The screen will update to show 
you the completed assessments39: 

 

If you haven‟t already, you may want to maximize the program 
on your screen in order to see all the columns.  If, even after 
maximizing, you can‟t see all the columns, you can use the 
horizontal scroll bar at the bottom of the table to shift 
columns into view.  By default, the first view you will see is of 
all the assessments in the history file.  You can click on a 
column heading to sort that column.  Repeated clicking will 
switch between an ascending and descending sort order. 

                                                 
 
39 If you haven‟t scanned in any assessments, you will get a message saying that “No Assessments 

meet your filtering criteria.” 
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Column Information 
Here is what‟s in each column: 

Subject This is the subject for the assessment. 

Assessment 

This is the assessment within the subject 
immediately to the left.   Remember that 
assessments are categorized under a subject.  
This means that you can see same-named 
assessment under multiple subjects. 

Seen 
This is the number of times this 
Subject/Assessment has been seen. 

Mast. 
This is the number of times this 
Subject/Assessment has been mastered40. 

Mast. Score 
This is the mastery point for the assessment 
stated both in terms of a raw score and, in 
parenthesis, a percent score41. 

Avg. Score 
Min. Score 
Max. Score 

These are the score ranges for all students 
seeing this assessment. 

Std. Dev. This is the standard deviation and variance 

                                                 
 
40 Notice I don‟t say “passed”.  The problem with “passed” is it‟s opposite: “failed”.  Saying to a 

student “You have not mastered this assessment” is a lot more palatable than saying “You Have 
FAILED”.  You know, and I know, that the student has indeed failed.  We, however, being Gentle 
People of the 21st Century use the Kinder and More Gentle “Mastered / Non-Mastered” words. 

41 If you have been a Good Assessment Developer then the number of points and the mastery point 

for all assessments with the same name should all be the same.  If you have not, then this number and 
all the rest of the numbers on this line, will be subject to confusion.  If you use multiple mastery 
scores for different version of an assessment, give the assessment a different name! 
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Var. for all students seeing this assessment. 

First Seen 
Last Seen 

The date range for when this assessment was 
seen.  Note that this is date that was arbitrarily 
entered during the scanning process. 

 

As I mentioned, the table is showing everyone.  You can view 

a subset of students by clicking on the search icon: .  To 
view all the assessments that have created a single line in the 
table, double-click on the line you want to examine.  

Searching for Assessments 
After you have clicked on the search icon a new panel will be 
displayed: 

 

These are your search options. Note that each search options 
has two parts: The selection itself and a check box to activate 
the option in the search.  If you don‟t make a mark in the 
check box field for an option, that option will not be used in the 
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search! The search does not take place until you click on the 

sort icon: .  If you change the search options you will need 
to click the sort icon again to re-search with the new options.  
Here is what each option selects for: 

Subject 

This drop-down lets you select for a single 
subject.  In the example shown above I have 
decided to shown only the assessments within 
subject “BANK0312”. 

Assessment: 

This option is only active if a subject has been 
selected from the drop down.  Only the 
assessments within the selected subject will be 
shown.  What this means is that if you have an 
assessment titled “Quiz 1” in more than one 
subject you‟ll have to first select the subject. 

Key 
This is the unique answer key that was used to 
score the assessment. 

Field 
Restrictions 

This will restrict the sort to the selected values.  
Let‟s look at the Field Restrictions in more 
detail: 

 

 

The middle column shows all the fields in the history file.  To 
sort on a unique value, click in the right-hand column next to 
the field name.  A drop-down box will let you select for a 
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specific value.  In this case, I have clicked to the right of the 
“Class” field.  I have selected “Afternoon” from the drop-
down.  When I actually perform the sort, only the assessments 
that have been “stamped” with “afternoon” during the 
scanning process will be shown.  Remember that the check 
box to the left of the option must be checked for the field 
search to be active.  In this example, an assessment would 
have to have both “Dorothy” as a teacher and “Afternoon” as 
the class.  To only show the assessments based on your 
criteria, click on the sort button: .   When the screen is 
replotted some of the columns that were present before may 
be missing.  If a column does not contain any data it will be 
hidden. 
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Assessments Listing 
Upon double-clicking on a line in the Assessment table the 
screen will switch to show all the assessments that contributed 
data to that line.  Remember that if you have used any of the 
sort functions the detailed listing will also use those same sort 
functions.  In this case we have restricted the display to those 
assessments that have the field “Teacher” set to “Dorothy”: 

 

The left side of the screen shows the summative information 
that was in the line you double-clicked.  Notice the last line.  It 
shows: “With:  TEACHER=Dorothy”.  This tells you that 
what you that the list of assessment you looking at has been 
restricted to only those assessments that have the stamp 
“Teacher=Dorothy” in them. 

The table on the right shows the individual assessments that 
resulted from this search.  While there is a line for each 
assessment, if a single user has more than one assessment in 
the set the name will be combined into a single line.  The table 
headings are self explanatory. 

The row of small buttons above the table provide summative 
information on the assessments. 

You can print the information in this section by clicking on 

the print button:  
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Students  
This is the table you have been looking at.  If you double-click 
on a line you will be able to see the details of that assessment.  
Refer to the next chapter for information about single 
assessments. 

Summative Data   
 

 

This table shows a tally of how many students received each 
score.  In addition, a number of standard metrics are shown. 

Score Graphs  
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Two graphs show the distribution of scores.  The first shows it 
in terms of percent, the second in terms of raw score42.  After 
you have stored a sufficient number of assessments you should 
start to see a “normal curve” developing.  Looking at the 
shape of this curve can give you a good idea of how well your 
assessments are working43.   

Summative Performance  
 

 

There may be a slight delay while the program calculates the 
information for this table. This table is really a teaser for 
“things to come”.  Right now the assessments that you have 
been storing are restricted to a single section.  In the future, 
assessments will be split into multiple sections.  When that is 
implemented this chart will expand to show the performance 
in each section. 

                                                 
 
42 No, this graph isn‟t from the data set we looked at in the table.  That set only showed three lines 

and it looked rather silly as an example.  The graph shown here is for a set of 57 assessments.  Notice 
how it shows a hint of a normal curve. 

43 This is also a fine tool for seeing if a particular classroom is, how shall I say this, “Is being given 

the answers.”  If, for example, you see a nice normal curve with a funny little “spike” on the right 
edge, that spike may be a class that‟s been given the answers to the assessment you are analyzing.  If 
you have used “Class” as one of your assessment stamps you should be able to find what class is not 
playing by the rules.  Of course, the teacher in that class may just be a very, very, very, good teacher 
and that blip represents a very, very, very, very, good classroom.  All I‟m saying is, “Take A Look…” 
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Item Analysis  
 

 

There may be a slight delay while the program calculates the 
information for this table. This table shows information on 
each item in the assessments being analyzed.  If you have a 
value of less than 50 in the “seen” column the 
information in the “difficulty” and “point biserial” 
columns should be take with a grain of salt.  Did I make 
myself clear on this?  You will see numbers in those two 
columns no matter how many assessments you are looking at 
in this set.  However, if you don‟t have 50 or more results for 
an item the calculated values shouldn‟t be trusted.  Only at 50 
or more results will there be enough data to calculate a 
number that isn‟t going to swing wildly with addition of one 
more assessment44.   

The lettered columns on the right show how many times each 
alternative was answered.  The green highlighting shows the 
correct alternative.  If you see a “0” in the correct alternative, 
but a large number in one of the other columns, it probably 
means that you have marked the wrong alternative as “OK”.  

                                                 
 
44 That said, you can see if you‟ve screwed up and marked the wrong multiple-choice alternative as 

“OK”.  If, after looking at five or six tests, everyone has marked something different from what you 
marked, something is probably amiss. 
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It could also mean that there is a fundamental problem with 
the item that leads the student to answer it incorrectly. 

Let‟s look in more detail at the “Difficulty” and “Point 
Biserial” columns. 

The difficulty of an item is defined as the number of times an 
item has been answered correctly divided by the number of 
times the item has been seen.  Thus an item that everyone has 
mastered will have a difficulty of 1.0 while one which everyone 
has not mastered will have a difficulty of 0.0.  If an item‟s 
difficulty is at the either end of the range you should take a 
careful look at the item.  An item that everyone misses is 
probably showing that the incorrect alternative was marked as 
correct.  Look at the letter responses for evidence of that case. 

Difficulty  
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Another important property of any assessment question is 
item discrimination45.  Did you read that stuff down in the 
footnotes?  Want a short summary instead?   

The PBS46 is based on splitting the students taking the 
assessment into those scoring in the upper 30% and those 
scoring in the lower 30%.  If everyone in the upper 30% 
mastered the item, and if everyone in the lower 30% did not 
master the item, the PBS for the item is 1.00.  If it was the 
other way around, the top 30% all bombed the item and the 
lower 30% did OK, the PBS would be -1.00.  Obviously, the 
higher the positive PBS value of the item is, the “better” the 
item is at predicting whatever it is that this item is supposed to 
measure.  Basically, what you are saying with a high PBS is that 
“this item can tell apart those that know the material from 
those that don‟t47. 

                                                 
 
45 Get ready for some hard-core psychometrician technobabble here!   Item discrimination involves 

the strength of the relationship between an item and the underlying (and unobservable) attribute 
being measured, e.g., knowledge or learning. Since the latent variable, Y, cannot be measured directly, 
we turn to a set of observable variables whose elements are related to Y. In most applications, this set 
turns out to be the set of item variables {Si}. While it seems somewhat circular, the total score, X, is 
often taken as a measure of the underlying attribute, Y. 
 
The stronger the relationship between the item score, Si, and the total score, X, the greater the 
differentiation among examinees on Y due to the i-th item. The item score/total score point-biserial 

correlation, s,x, is a measure of item discrimination. In a sample of size N, the point-biserial 

correlation coefficient is given by this equation:   . 

Honestly, I didn‟t make this up!  At the end of this document will be a whole series of references that 
you can look at if you want to play psychometrician on TV or in your faculty lounge.  Amuse your 
friends!  Startle you enemies!  Have your fellow teachers befuddled by your mastery of technobabble! 
 

46 That‟s “Point Biserial” if you can‟t figure that out. 

47 I am sure that the real psychometricians in the audience are cringing right now.  If you have a nice 

simple explanation, feel free to email it to me for inclusion in the next version of this tome. 

Point Biserial 
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Student Results 

Always remember you're unique, just like everyone else. 
Anonymous 

 

n the previous chapter we looked at assessment 

results from the point of view of the assessment.  In 

this chapter we’ll look at the same data, except from the 

view of groups of students.  Click on the student icon in 

the main options bar:  

Students 
The first display seen when selecting this option will be the 
table of students: 

 

This table shows every assessment seen by every student.  
Clicking on a column heading will sort that column.  Repeated 
clicking of the column heading will switch between an 
ascending and descending order.  As with the assessment 

listings, clicking on the search icon, , will let you select a 
sub-set of students. 
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Selecting a Sub-Set 
On the left are shown a number of search options.  Refer to 
the assessment section for instructions on their use.  In this 
example I have selected for all the students that have the 
stamp “Dorothy” set for their teacher. 

 

Notice that the number of columns has been reduced, 
reflecting only those that contain data.  To see the assessments 
taken by one student double-click on that student‟s line. 

Single Student 
This display shows all the assessments for a single student. 

 

If you want to see how this student has performed in only one 
subject, refine the search further on the previous display.  
Clicking on the summative icon, , will change the display to 
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show the change in performance within subjects and 
assessments: 

 

The display tallies changes across subjects and assessments.  
The summative button really only makes sense if you have 
sorted the table into subject order.  Looking at the above table, 
you can see that the student took assessment “RT(G)” in bank 
“BANK0308” three times.  The summative line shows the 
average scores for this set, and the change from first to last. 

In the upper-left is shown the student‟s name and ID.  You 
can edit this information.  Remembering that the student‟s ID 
is the primary key in the record‟s database, changing the name 
on this assessment will change the name associated with this 
ID on all assessments that are referenced by the ID.  The 
most common use of this name-change feature is to change a 
student‟s name from “?” to something real.  The “?” occurs 
since most scanned data does not contain any name 
information. 

Double-clicking on a single assessment will show you detailed 
information for that assessment. 



 

 48 

 

Single Assessment 
This is the information on a single assessment.  If you double-
click on an assessment line as described in the previous 
chapter you will also see this information. 

 

At the left is shown all the “general” information about this 
assessment, including any assessment specific field stamps.  In 
this case we can see the “Class” is “Afternoon” and the 
“Teacher” is “Dorothy”.   

Colored lines in the table show those items that were not 
mastered. 

Clicking on the summative key, , will show you summative 
information on sub-sections within the assessment.  As 
mentioned in the previous chapter, this information will be 
expanded in a future release of the software. 
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In Conclusion… 

"Greetings, my friends. We are all interested in the future, for 
that is where you and I are going to spend the rest of our lives. 

And remember, my friends: future events, such as these, will 
affect you ... in the future!" 

The Great Criswell, Plan 9 From Outer Space  

 

 had to work at it to come up with some sort of clever 
epigram for this last chapter, and I think The Great 
Criswell said it well48.  The assessments you are going to 

grade with Examiner Express will affect your students.  You 
owe it to them to Get It Right.  Over the years I‟ve worked 
with a number of companies.  Toyota is one of the most 
successful car manufactures in the world for a reason: their 
program of “Continuous Improvement”.   

"Kaizen" is one of those Japanese words that defy direct 
translation.  The way I read it, it boils down to paying very 
close attention to every detail of a process.  What does it mean 
to you, the user of this software? 

                                                 
 
48 What??  You have never seen The Worst Movie Ever?  You really owe it to yourself to see Plan 9 

From Outer Space, if only to be able to understand cultural references to it. 
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It means that you don‟t just “give” an assessment.  You ask 
yourself “Why am I giving this assessment?”; “What will I do 
with the results?”; “How am I going to make this a better 
assessment in the future?” 

What I‟ve tried to do is give you a set of tools that will let you 
answer those questions.  At the end of the day you want to be 
able to stand up in front of school administrators, parents, and 
most important of all, your students and say “I know what you 
know, I know what you don‟t know, and I‟ll use this 
information to better your lot in my classroom.”   

I‟m also going to charge you with making the Examiner 
Express a better tool.  Email me your suggestions.  Don‟t get 
mad at the software, yell at me and tell me why you are 
frustrated with it49.   I‟m not just a geek sitting in a corner 
cranking out clever computer software: I‟m an educator, and 
I‟m a parent of students.   Let me know what I can do to help 
you. 

Yes, this is the final chapter.  No, it‟s not the end of this user‟s 
guide.  A couple of appendixes follow.  One will deal with 
“how to set up your scanner”.  Another will look at some 
techniques I‟ve picked up over the years that might help you in 
creating a good, valid assessment.  

Thanks for using Examiner Express, and thanks for wading 
your way through this user‟s guide.  

 

                                                 
 
49 Of course, if you think it‟s the best thing EVER, let me know that, too. 
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Setting Up Your Scanner 

Hardware is easy, software is Hard. 
    L.C. Brown – Bell Laboratories Engineer50 

 

ou are lucky that you are using a Chatsworth 
scanner.  Here‟s an image of the ACP-100, one of 
the most reasonably priced OMR scanners around: 

 

 
 
I‟ve worked with scanners from any number of 
manufacturers over the years51, and the Chatsworth line has 

                                                 
 
50 And my late father.  Who was the first person to program a fully transistorized digital computer 

back in 1953.  This geek comes from good stock! 

51 I wrote my first scanner interface in 1985.  In C for a DOS platform.  On a machine with only 

640KB (not MB) of memory. I tell you this so I can show you that I‟m a REAL geek, not one of 
those posers who put on a black t-shirt and go all emo on you.  Heck, I‟ve even got a deck of 
Hollerith 80-column punched cards sitting around here that I created back in 1968.  I‟d like to see 

Appendix 
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been a pleasure to work with.  Their scanners are both 
simple and rugged.  They do what they do, and then get 
out of the way.   
 
Nevertheless, you will have to tell the computer how to 
“play nicely” with the little box.  Examiner Express uses 
the scanner for setting up answer keys and scoring 
assessments.  Scanner setup can be accomplished from 
either place.  Your usual warning that the scanner hasn‟t 
been set up is a display that looks like this: 
 

 
 

Click on OK to run through the scanner setup wizard.  I‟m 
not going to show each screen, but here‟s what you‟ll need 
to do: 
 

 Install the scanner drivers52.  When you received 
your scanner it came with a disk labeled “USB 
Drivers” and a printed set of instructions.  Follow 
the instructions and install the drivers.  If you don‟t 
do this, none of the following steps will work. 

 Specify the scanner manufacturer (Chatsworth, in 
your case) and scanner model.  If you don‟t specify 
the right model the find-the-scanner software 
won‟t know what to look for. 

                                                                                              
 
those wimpy Macintosh programmers handle that stuff.  I tell you… I was programming before you were 
even born!  But I digress. 

52 You should have installed the drivers BEFORE you got to this part of the program.  Leave 

Examiner Express and do it.  Come back here when you‟ve done it. 
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 Make sure the scanner is plugged into a free USB 
port, the power cord is plugged in53, and the 
scanner turned on. 

 
On the final screen of the scanner setup the software will 
sweep through your computer‟s serial ports looking for a 
specific response from your scanner.  If all is well you‟ll see 
the message “The scanner was located.” 
 
If the scanner wasn‟t located you can try manually setting 
the communication parameters.  Click on the “Manual 
Configuration” icon:  

 
The Communication Parameter box will be shown: 
 

 
 
The baud, parity, word length, and stop bits values should 
all be set as shown above.  The only thing you should 
change is the Com Port.  Save your settings after you have 
changed them.   
 

                                                 
 
53 Once upon a time a US Government agency that shall remain nameless was yelling and yelling at 

me for not supporting their printer.  I talked with them in my best “calming” IT support voice.  This 
was back in the days when there were both serial and parallel port printers.  I asked them to look at 
the back of the printer to see what kind they had.  It got very quiet.  Very, VERY, quiet.  “It‟s not 
plugged in.  I‟ll call you back later.”  So, yes, I always say “Make sure it‟s plugged in.” 
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If you set the parameters manually, and you have not 
selected the correct parameters, the computer program 
will, at best, display an error message.  At worst, the 
program will hang.  At absolute worst you may have to 
reboot your computer.  You are not going to hurt anything 
if you put in a wrong value, but you may have to put up 
with the reboots. 
 
Chances are, though, that the “Configuration Wizard” will 
find the scanner without any difficulty.   
 
Sometimes, though, the USB to COM port conversion routine 
used by the scanner changes the COM port the USB is 
mapped to54.  This can happen if the scanner is turned off and 
a new piece of hardware is installed on the computer.  That 
new piece may “grab” the port that the scanner had been 
using.  You‟ll see this when the scanner doesn‟t initialize when 
you launch the software.  Just re-run the “wizard” and all 
should be well.  

                                                 
 

54 This is what we get for living in “legacy” times.  That‟s when one hardware regimen is getting 

replaced with another.   Five years from now this probably won‟t be an issue.  Right now we have to 
deal with it.  Yes, even I have to deal with it. 
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Thoughts on Creating Assessments 

`When I use a word,' Humpty Dumpty said, in rather 
a scornful tone, `it means just what I choose it to 

mean -- neither more nor less.'  
 

`The question is,' said Alice, `whether you can make 
words mean so many different things.'  

 
`The question is,' said Humpty Dumpty, `which is to 

be master -- that's all.' . 
    Through the Looking Glass – Lewis Carroll 

 
hat you call a “test” someone else calls an 
“exam”.  What someone else calls a “quiz” you 
call an “assessment”.  What you call something, 

and how you use that something, will flavor the results you 
will get from using this software.   
 
In Examiner Express, and in this user‟s guide, I‟ll be 
working with a set of terms that has come out of my 
experience in the training and education business 55.  There 
will be some definitions, and there will be thoughts on 
what goes into making a decent assessment. 
 

                                                 
 
55 You do know the difference, don‟t you?  Sex education is what you want your children to have.  

Sex training is an entirely different matter. 
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Assessments 
 
An assessment is a tool used to find out what an student 
knows about something.  These days56, assessments seem 
to be running the classroom rather that the teachers.  
Assessments are given because the powers-that-be have 
said, “You Will Test!57”  Testing simply for testing‟s sake is 
a waste of both your time and your student‟s58 time.  When 
you give an assessment, you are (or at least you should be) 
doing it to find out where the student is sitting with respect 
to a set of mastery criteria.   
 
The assessment isn‟t the important thing.  The result of the 
assessment is the thing which you should be concerning 
yourself with.  Everything that you put into an assessment 
needs to be directed at finding out something when you 
analyze the results.  A few simple guidelines will, if 
followed, will all but guarantee you with valid results and 
have your students calling you a “fair and balanced”59 
teacher. 
 

Writing Assessment Items 
In the assessment biz, we don‟t call them “questions” we call 
them “items”.  The word “question” limits things.  An “item” 
is a nice, general, term that covers a multitude of methods for 

                                                 
 
56Fall, 2009.  If you are reading this manual in 2040 I‟ve either done a remarkable job in creating this 

software, or you are an historian reading about the odd and wondrous things that were going on at 
the end of the first decade of the 21st century. 

57 Oddly enough, they never say “You Will Assess”.  Go figure. 

58 I use “student” throughout this guide.  Yes, I know you may be a training professional reading this 

document and saying “Hey… it‟s an EXAMINEE not a STUDENT.”  I‟ve got to pick one, and 
today the winner is “STUDENT.”  Deal with it. 

59 Note to future historian: this is a catchphrase with political overtones.  Look it up. 
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looking at a student and seeing if that person knows or doesn‟t 
know something. 

 Don‟t use “trick” items.  You are not going to be 
assessing anything if the student has to be “clever” 
to delve the meaning out of a confusing or 
misleading item.  You will find yourself assessing 
cleverness and not the knowledge of what you are 
actually trying to assess. 

 Don‟t use “give-away” items that a semi-intelligent 
mollusk could answer correctly.  An item that 
everyone can answer correctly isn‟t assessing much of 
anything.  The incorrect choices in an item should 
be designed to give you information about what the 
student doesn‟t know so you can help them 
improve. 

 Don‟t add items to an assessment that don‟t serve a 
purpose.  I remember getting a quiz when I was in 
high school60 that would always have a dumb 
question that was in their “just so you could get at 
least one point.”  Your job is to find out what a 
person knows and doesn‟t know…it‟s not to be 
cute. 

 

Designing Your Assessment 
Great.  You now have perfect assessment items.  What about 
designing the assessment itself?  Many users of this software 
aren‟t even going to be worrying about this.  They‟ll just be 
copying answer keys out of the back of a text and putting 
them into this system.  For those of you that are actually going 
to be making an assessment: 

                                                 
 
60 That was in another geological epoch. 
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 Figure out what it is you want to assess, and stick to 
the subject!  You don‟t want a student sitting there 
wondering where THAT item came from. 

 Validate your assessments to make sure that actually 
are doing what you think they are doing.  If everyone 
fails an assessment, or if everyone passes an 
assessment, don‟t assume that it‟s because of 
knowledge level of your students.  Make sure that the 
instrument is doing what it‟s supposed to do. 

 Don‟t assume that the assessment given to you by a 
textbook publisher is well-designed and validated 
instrument.  Those publishers have been pressured 
to crank out assessment just as you have.  They 
make mistakes.  It‟s up to you to catch those 
mistakes before they‟re inflicted on your students.   
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Release Information 

`Nothing endures but change.” 
    Lives of the Philosophers - Diogenes Laertius 

 
oftware is always in a state of flux.  Additions and 
changes are made to its option and bugs61 are fixed62.  
The following table will track major changes in the 

software.  “Big” bugs will be noted along with major 
feature additions (and probably some subtractions).  
“Minor” bugs will get swatted down without much 
comment. 
 
Which brings up a final point: 
 
If you run into a problem with the software, be it a 
bug or a usability issue, let me know.  If there is 
something I can do to make the software better, let 
me know. 

                                                 
 
61 Do you know where the word “bug” came from with respect to software errors?  In 1947 a moth 

shorted out some computer parts and caused it to fail.  Hence: a “bug” in a program.  Look it up in 
Wikipedia if you don‟t believe me. 

62 Anyone who tells you that their program is “bug free” is either a fool or a liar.  It‟s pretty easy to 

swat down the first 90% of a program‟s bugs.  It‟s difficult to get up to 98%.  That last 2% is going to 
hang around and grab you at a most inopportune time.  As with the old adage “No battle plan ever 
survived first contact with the enemy”, we software developers say “No software ever survived first 
contact with the user.”  Guessing what routes a clever user will take through one‟s software is, at best, 
an exercise in frustration.  We can get close… but we‟ll never reach there. (See: Zeno‟s Paradox). 
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Release Number Date Information 

1.1.37 14 December 2009 Initial release of software. 
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