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Abstract 
 

The article defines interpretative exercises, its advantages, disadvantages, design, test item 

construction, and value. Interpretive skills are important in everyday life. The key for teachers’ 

using an interpretive exercise is Flexibility (16). A teacher has many objectives in a unit. 

Interpretive exercises are best used for higher level thinking. 
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Definition 
 

Interpretive exercise questions are used to identify relationships in data, recognize valid conclusions, to appraise 

assumptions and inferences, and to detect proper applications of data. Ensures that all students will be confronted 

with the same task (10). 
 

An interpretive question exercise consists of a series of objective items based on a common set of data which we'll 

call a display [Common Background Information] (4, 14, 18). The data may in the form of written materials, 

tables, charts, graphs, maps, cartoon, prose, poetry or pictures (1, 3, 5, 8). Identify relationships in data, recognize 

valid conclusions, to appraise assumptions and inferences, and to detect proper applications of data. Ensures that 

all students will be confronted with the same task (10). 
 

A series of related test items may also take various forms but are most commonly selection type questions such as 

multiple choice, T/F, matching, key-type, or even restricted response (short answer essay). Because all students 

are presented with a common set of data, it is possible to measure a variety of complex learning outcomes. The 

students can be asked to identify relationships in data, to recognize valid conclusions, to appraise assumptions and 

inferences, to detect proper applications of data, and the like (3, 17). 
 

These questions are the hardest to write, because you have to find novel introductory material related to your unit 

of instruction that works and is important. The reason for including this type of question in a unit test is that it 

gives students practice answering this type of question which is often used on standardized tests in science (5). 
 

Introduction 

 

Interpretive skills are important in everyday life. The key for teachers’ using an interpretive exercise is Flexibility 

(16). A teacher has many objectives in a unit. Interpretive exercises are best used for higher level thinking. What 

learning outcomes can the interpretive exercise measure:  
 

Application of principles and methods 

Compare and contrast methods, selections, authors, etc.  

Designing experimental procedures  

Draw warranted conclusions  
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Evaluating arguments (reasoned judgment and defend it) 

Formulating conclusions/hypotheses 

Generating hypotheses  

Integrate knowledge from related areas. Interpreting charts, tables, figures, cartoons  

Interpretation of relationships  

Measure the ability to use pictorial materials 

Recognizing assumptions  

Recognizing inferences  

Recognize the relevance of information  

Integrate knowledge from related areas (1, 3, 6, 10, 14, 16, 20). 
 

Specifically, interpretative exercises measure the ability to interpret media found in common everyday usage and 

gives the student a real to life experience. Complex learning outcomes can be measured with a single objective 

item. They have more structure than performance/essay/short answer assessments due to having a series of related 

multiple test items based on a common set of data, greater depth and breadth can be obtained allowing for the 

depth measurement while minimizing the influence of irrelevant factual information (14). 
 

An interpretive question calls for a careful assessment of what the author means in a work. To decide whether a 

question is interpretive, students should try to write two different answers to it, supporting each answer with 

evidence from the selection (7). The question should express genuine doubt and curiosity. Students may have 

several answers in mind which seem equally compelling or students may believe that satisfying answers will be 

found through discussion, though the student may have been unable to discover it on their own (11). 
 

These questions are the hardest to write, because you have to find novel introductory material related to your unit 

of instruction that works and is important. The reason for including this type of question in a unit test is that it 

gives students practice answering this type of question which is often used on standardized tests in science (12, 

15). However, they are easy to simplify by preparing key categories that can be reused with different content (11). 

A CAUTION is paramount here. Interpretive exercises must be constructed carefully. Two examples of poor 

construction are the answer is directly stated in the introductory material, and if the question can be answered 

based on general knowledge, then the interpretive exercises is NOT constructed carefully (6, 11, 18). 
 

Advantages 
 

Removes the influence of irrelevant factual information (e.g., knowledge of football in calculating math 

problems) – the intro materials provide the knowledge necessary for everyone to answer the question(s) 

measuring complex learning outcomes (3, 6). 
 

The main advantage of the interpretive exercise over the performance-based assessment task, in measuring Can 

measure specific mental processes derived from its standard structure for all students and are scored objectively 

[unlike performance tasks, which are less structured], the results tend to be more reliable due to greater structure 

than supply item types [i.e. essay]. (3, 7-9, 12, 13, 15, 19).  
 

The relatively easy-to-use authentic introductory material makes it possible to measure using that students will 

encounter in everyday living the ability to interpret written materials, charts, graphs, maps, pictures, newspaper 

articles, and other communication media encountered by everyday situations. Minimizes the influence of a 

students’ lack of needed factual information on measurement of complex learning outcomes because necessary 

background information is provided, it is possible to separate the assessment of the reasoning skills from content 

knowledge of the subject (6, 9, 12, 15, 19).  
 

Measure more complex learning outcomes than is possible with other forms of selected response/objective type 

test items through the analysis of data than can single, isolated items (6, 12, 15, 19). 
 

Because there is one set of common introductory materials, having a series of related test items based on a 

common set of data, greater depth and breadth can be obtained in the measurement of intellectual skills [i.e. 

reasoning skills] (1, 2, 4, 8, 9, 14 19). Makes it possible for students to respond to a larger # of items in a given 

period of time (11). 
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Easy to simplify by preparing key categories that can be reused with different content (11). 
 

Removes the influence of irrelevant factual information (e.g., knowledge of football in calculating math 

problems) – the introductory materials provide the knowledge necessary for everyone to answer the question(s). 

More structured than performance-based assessment (20). 
 

Limitations of Interpretive Exercise 
 

These items are difficult to construct.  Interpretative exercises require more time and greater skill to construct 

interpretive items than any other objective type items due to heavy demand on reading skills and finding pertinent 

introductory material (10, 11, 20). 
 

Interpretative exercises assume the child has adequate reading/comprehension level to the material given. The 

poor reader is handicapped by both the difficulty of the reading material and the length of time it takes to read 

each test question. Keep reading level low, passage brief. In primary grades use more pictorial materials (2-4, 6, 8, 

14, 19). 
 

One of the major limitations is interpretive exercise is difficultly of construction.  It requires more time and 

greater skill to construct interpretive items than any other objective type items. Selecting appropriate introductory 

material (the common data) that are new (novel) to the students but that are relevant to the instructional outcomes 

requires considerable searching.  When pertinent material is found, it usually must be edited and reworked to fit 

the specific behaviors/objectives to be measured. This makes interpretative exercises time-consuming & difficult 

to write (1-4, 6-8, 11-15, 18, 19).  
 

Interpretive exercises do not measure the overall (holistic) approach to problem solving just the different aspects 

of the process. They cannot measure overall problem solving skill due to being limited in measuring complex 

achievement such as integration and problem solving skills (doesn’t show work steps). This limitation is based on 

the student being unable to assess how the student organized their reasoning or whether they would be able to 

reason well if not given the cues and answers are given, only test problem-solving ability at the recognition level 

not production skills because correct answer is present (1,7, 8, 12, 13, 15, 18, 19). 
 

One article stated that interpretative exercises do not measure “real” problem solving – where you actually have to 

re-state the question. Therefore, use of objective items may restrict assessment of learning to recognition level 

concluding for these reasons and more, this type of assessment is not much used (1). 
 

Design 
 

Introduction  
 

Interpretative exercises intent to focus on reasoning skills by providing all the knowledge or information that is 

needed to answer the question but require students to reason about that information to answer the questions (13). 
 

They are two main tasks in constructing interpretive exercises; (a) selecting appropriate introductory material and 

(b) constructing a series of dependent test items (10). 
 

Components of an interpretative question are information/data (Maps, Paragraphs, Charts, Figures, Story, Table 

of data, Pictures,) Questions, require interpretation, analysis, or application of the material (19). 
 

Principles for Constructing Interpretive Items 
 

The following principles help in constructing effective interpretive items:  
 

1. The introductory material should be relevant to the context objectives.  

2. Effectiveness of this item depends upon the introductory material. It should not be too simple or too complex.  

3. The introductory material should be according to the curricular experience and reading ability of the students.  

4. The introductory material should be novel one. It should not be identical to those used during instruction.  

5. The introductory material should be short and meaningful (6). 
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Guidelines for Writing Interpretive Exercises 
 

Introduction 
 

Interpretative exercises intent to focus on reasoning skills by providing all the knowledge or information that is 

needed to answer the question but require students to reason about that information to answer the questions (13). 
 

Select introductory material that is relevant to learning objectives and correct complexity and measures the 

achievement of specific instructional outcomes (3, 8, 10, 16). 
 

Exercise contains all information needed to answer questions and challenges students at various levels of 

understanding (13). Identify the reasoning skills that match test items with instructional goals and objectives you 

are assessing before creating the exercise (2, 4, 8, 13, 14, 18, 19). 
 

Introductory Material 
 

Keep introductory material brief and readable and appropriate for students’ knowledge (1, 8, 10). Use 

introductory material that is brief, but meaningful (3, 7-10, 13, 15, 16). Revise introductory material for clarity, 

conciseness, more precise purpose, and greater interpretive value (8, 10 15, 16). The question should also be clear, 

easy for another person to grasp immediately. Use simple and direct language. If the question is hard to 

understand, the student should rephrase it or retrace the thinking that led to the question (11). 
 

Heavy demand on reading skill (10, 20). Reduces the reading required (11). If there are various ways to present 

material (all of which will serve equally well & all of which students are equally familiar with), material that 

places the least emphasis on reading skills is preferred (16). Simple reading level [not complex words or sentence 

structure] (8, 10). Brief but meaningful [abbreviate without removing essential content] (8, 10). Interpretive 

exercise should include only test items that require students to read introductory material (11). 
 

During discussion, three kinds of questions can be raised about a reading selection: questions of fact, questions of 

interpretation, and questions of evaluation (11). 
 

QUESTIONS OF FACT ask students to recall a factual detail in the selection by citing or paraphrasing the 

author’s words. A disagreement over facts can be resolved quickly if participants simply turn to the passage in 

question and reread it. A question of fact has only one correct answer (11). 
 

QUESTIONS OF INTERPRETATION ask students to make inferences about the meaning of a selection. More 

than one valid answer to an interpretive question is necessary. Answers to interpretive questions must be 

supported by evidence in the selection (11). If questions require analysis and interpretation of introductory 

material don’t ask for answers that are directly answered in the introduction or questions that don’t require the 

introductory material (8). 
 

QUESTIONS OF EVALUATION ask students to compare the authors’ ideas and written words with their own. 

Answers to evaluative questions are as individual and as varied as the students themselves. Interpretation is the 

main purpose of a Great Books discussion, so most questions raised including the opening question-will be 

interpretive. Factual questions can be used to bring to light evidence in support of interpretations and can clear up 

misunderstandings. Questions of evaluation can introduce a personal dimension to discussion once interpretive 

issues have been resolved (11). 
 

Most selections to be used as introductory material for test questions will need to be shortened/ /revised in order 

to be used effectively. Revisions may require to you to revise the questions (this may require you to revise the 

intro material again!) The question should be specific to the work and minimizes the influence of irrelevant 

material (3, 7, 9, 20). 
 

If the question can be asked, with only minor changes, about several selections, then it is too general. For 

example, the question, “Why does Antigone have a sad ending?” is not sufficiently specific. But “Is Antigone 

doomed because she is the daughter of Oedipus, or does she determine her own fate?” is more specific. It is 

therefore easier to address (8, 10, 11, 16). 
 

A good interpretive question is one that the student really cares about-one that has arisen from their own response 

to the work and curiosity about it. Genuine interest is contagious. A student’s honest doubt encourages others to 

take the question seriously (11).  
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Identify the reasoning skills you are assessing before creating the exercise. Be succinct (clarity and concise) when 

providing information use novel, but similar information. Example: shown can be used with: a brief description of 

a situation, a conclusion based on the situation, a list of assumptions (9, 11, 13, 19, 20). 
 

Be succinct when selecting introductory material that is new [novel] (e.g., in textbooks not adopted by the 

school/district) but similar to students. In order to measure complex learning outcomes, materials identical to 

those used in instruction can NOT be used this would only measure rote memory (1, 3, 7-10, 13, 15, 16, 19, 20). 

Present any new material in ways that are familiar to students. It's an unfamiliar way that can overwhelm students 

& prevent them from demonstrating their achievement of complex learning outcomes. Use materials that are 

similar to those used in class but that vary in content or form. Avoid too much novelty – material should be 

similar but not the SAME (16).  
 

Select introductory material that is appropriate and relevant to the student’s curricular experience and reading 

level (2, 3, 7, 8, 10, 15, 16, 20). Introductory material for questions must be pertinent to the course content and 

complex enough to evoke the mental reactions specified in the course objectives (16). Exercise contains all 

information needed to answer questions. Can challenge students at various levels of understanding: application, 

analysis, synthesis, evaluation (13, 19). 
 

Introductory material usually begins with verbal, tabular or graphic information which is the basis for one or more 

questions (13, 19). This material consists of displays that may include: Prose paragraphs Numerical data Charts, 

graphs, diagrams, or maps Pictures, drawings, or photographs Cartoons or caricatures Lists of words or symbols 

Mathematical formulas Musical scores or excerpts Audio or video recordings Poems, short stories, or essays 

Articles from newspapers, magazines, or journals Quotations, adages, or scriptures Specimens [rocks, plants, 

animals, chemicals, art, etc.] (2, 4, 13, 14,16,  20). 
 

Pictorial materials can serve two useful purposes in interpretive exercises.  They can help measure a variety of 

learning outcomes similar to those already discussed simply by replacing the written or tabular data with a 

pictorial presentation.  This use is especially desirable with younger students and when ideas can be more clearly 

conveyed in pictorial form. Secondly, pictorial materials can also measure the ability to interpret graphs, cartoons, 

maps, and other pictorial materials.  In many school subjects, these are important learning outcomes in their own 

right (2, 4, 13, 14, 19). 
 

The following example(s)illustrates the use of pictorial materials: Preferred materials to introduce questions for 

different age groups: 
 

Elementary Students  –  pictorial materials 
 

Middle/High School Students & Adult Learners  – pictorial materials and verbal materials with low vocabulary 

load and simple sentences (16). 
 

When using interpretative questions for math give students the formulas, test ability to apply concepts, rather than 

ability to memorize formulas (16). 
 

Be sure the material is complete enough to be meaningful/interesting to students and be careful not to omit 

elements that are crucial to the interpretive skills being measured (13, 16). 
 

If student answers incorrectly it is because they have not mastered the thinking or reasoning required by the 

question NOT because they failed to memorize background information. Math questions give students the 

formulas, test ability to apply concepts, rather than ability to memorize formulas (13, 19). 
 

Test Item Construction 
 

Introduction  
 

First and foremost, in constructing the test items use the guidelines given in the writing of selective response 

items (3, 10, 11, 15, 20).  
 

Interpretive exercise questions consist of a series of selective response items based on a common set of 

introductory material. The introductory material may be in the form of written materials, tables, charts, graphs, 

maps or pictures (12).  
 

The introductory material makes it possible to measure more complex learning outcomes then can be measured 

with a single objective test item type (9, 16). 
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Make the number of test items roughly proportional to the length of the introductory material. (20). 

Construct a series of dependent test items based on a common set of data where greater depth and breadth will 

provide desired behavior for each exercise. The several questions about the same information will require more 

types and greater depth of reasoning skills to answer. Make sure answers to the questions cannot be found in the 

introductory information (3, 9, 19). 
 

Construct several test items for each exercise (9).  Make the number of test items roughly proportional to the 

length of the introductory material (3, 6-8, 10, 13, 15). In constructing key-type test items, where applicable make 

the categories homogeneous and mutually exclusive (3, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11). 
 

Construct test items that require assessment of deep understanding and reasoning [analysis and interpretation] of 

the introductory material outcome [make sure you do not ask questions that are directly answered by the 

introductory material] (1, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 15, 16, 19). 
 

The questions or problems which accompany the display may be presented in one or more of the following 

formats:  Short answer or completion items; Alternative response questions; Matching exercises; Multiple-choice 

questions; Essay questions (2, 4, 11, 20) 
 

Constructed in same way a modified multiple-choice form uses a common set of alternatives but answers should 

have similar types of judgment (11). 
 

Best type of short-answer or selected-response to assess reasoning. Intent is to focus on reasoning skills by 

providing all the knowledge or information that is needed to answer the question (11, 19). 
 

In constructing key-type test items, develop standard key categories where applicable using categories that are 

homogeneous and mutually exclusive (3, 10, 11, 20). 
 

As is in any test there should only have one correct answer (11). 
 

Writers of interpretative exercises need to keep everything on the same level for students.  Do not start out with 

less information and then add larger questions … stay consistent (11). 
 

Examples of Types of Interpretative Exercises  
 

The interpretive exercises can be used for any subject (Figures 1- 11) when they are supplemented by multiple 

choice, completion, etc. test item rules when these type test items are used in conjunction with an interpretive 

exercise.   
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Figure 1: Graph interpretation 
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Figure 2: Map reading 
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Figure 3: Timeline 
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Figure 4: Chart interpretation 
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Figure 5: Map identification 
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Figure 6: Political cartoon interpretation 
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Figure 7: Graph reading 
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Figure 8: English grammar, usage, diction exercise 
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Figure 9: Chart interpretation using fill in the blank 
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Figure 10: Business letter format 

 

Classroom Discussion 
 

Classroom discussion is necessary, and in fact, mandatory if higher level thinking is to be formulated in learning 

objectives. The best preparation for discussion is writing questions because it forces the student to engage with 

the work and form some preliminary ideas about its meaning. When students as well as tutors bring their own 

written interpretive questions to the discussion, they are much better able to learn from and contribute to each 

other’s ideas, and to develop a stimulating discussion (11). 
 

Students should use their own uncertainty as the starting point for questions. Some questions will occur 

spontaneously as the student reads. Some questions will be only half-formed- a question mark or an exclamation 

point that students have scribbled in the margin. By the end of the second reading, students will have eliminated 

some of the questions as factual and will be ready to pursue the others further (11). 
 

Students should trust their own sense of what is significant in a selection. The phrases, sentences, and passages 

that students have underlined are likely to lead to issues of interpretation that students will care about. In fiction, 

students should think about beginnings; moments of crisis or decisive change; endings; and passages in which the 

characters reflect on their situation. In nonfiction, students should focus on statements of the author’s aims and the 

issues to be dealt with; on definitions of terms; on summaries; and on conclusions. Authors may repeat the ideas 

that are most important to them by drawing parallels; developing contrasts or variations on a theme; and making 

restatements or summaries (11). 
 

In fiction, a conflict of motives in a character or an intricate chain of events in the plot often calls for 

interpretation. The author’s attitude toward characters, if it is ambivalent or unclear, may also raise interpretive 

questions.  
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Finally, the narrator may be a source of questions if the narrative point of view is complex: Does the narrator 

speak for the author, or does he speak for himself? Are the narrator’s statements accurate and reliable? In 

nonfiction, steps in the argument that students do not follow, examples that seem inappropriate, and passages in 

which the author presents an opposing view can bring the issue into focus so that the student can formulate 

questions. If points in an argument seem to contradict each other, students should try first to resolve the 

contradiction. If they cannot, express this put the element in a question (11). 
 

Students’ immediate, subjective response to a work can identify important interpretive issues. Students should 

trust their response if they feel intensely sympathetic toward a character, if they instinctively reject a character, or 

if they feel gratified or annoyed by an event in a story or a statement in an argument. The student’s reaction 

suggests that the author has raised an issue that is important to the student. Students should step back and try to 

understand just what that issue is and how it is developed throughout the work. Students should appreciate and try 

to justify the opposing view. When students can see the other side of the issue clearly, they can pose an 

interpretive question. Challenge and argue with the author-but keep an open mind and continue to focus on the 

text (11). 
 

Conclusion 
 

As stated in the abstract and introduction interpretive skills are important in everyday life. The key for teachers’ 

using an interpretive exercise is flexibility (16). A teacher has many objectives in a unit. Interpretive exercises are 

best used for higher level thinking. Many objectives can be tested at many levels with one question. In particular 

higher-level learning can be validly tested. As seen in the versatile examples of interpretative exercises they 

should be used more and not less.  
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