Essays
Essays are a type of constructed-response assessment that allow students to communicate a unique, constructed answer to a question.  In some essay questions, students are allowed to select their own vocabulary, use their own style of writing, or employ graphics and other visuals to provide a response.  Students can also select the precise content or the examples that they wish to use to support their answers (Musial, Nieminen, Thomas, & Burke, 2009).  Essay items are in nature broader than short-answer items, but essay items can be structured along a continuum from more restricted response to more extended response. 
 On the restricted-response end of the continuum, essay questions are intentionally designed to limit students’ answers.  These questions rely more on the recall of information, but they go beyond a short-answer response.  A restricted-response essay question requires a student to recall and organize information and to structure a personal response, or to briefly defend a conclusion.  Examples of this type of essay item include:

· Name each of Piaget’s developmental stages, and in a sentence or two explain the cognitive abilities that children display during each stage (Musial, Nieminen, Thomas, & Burke, 2009).

· What are the three branches of the U.S. government?  For each branch, write a 1-2 sentence summary of its function as defined in the U.S. constitution.

The responses to these questions require the students to recall the information, but they are also asked to apply their own understanding to the response.


When an essay question is more open-ended, it is considered to be an extended-response item.  Extended-response items do not limit a student’s response.  They are intended to assess higher-order outcomes such as evaluation, organization, analytical reasoning, or originality (Musial, Nieminen, Thomas, & Burke, 2009).  This type of essay question directs students toward the type of information or skill the teacher is trying to assess.  An example of this type of question is:
· Critically evaluate behaviorism as a theory of human learning.  Indicate strengths and weaknesses, supporting your claims with research (Musial, Nieminen, Thomas, & Burke, 2009).
This type of response is less restrictive, but it provides students with enough direction to fully understand the task.  
Advantages of Essay/Constructed-Response Items
· Essay questions are most effective at assessing complex learning and higher order skills.
· Essays can enhance students’ study habits.

· Essay questions are relatively easy and time efficient to construct.

Disadvantages of Essay/Constructed Response Items

· Scoring essays is time-consuming.
· Essay tests give a deeper but narrower picture of a student’s mastery of content.
· Subjectivity in scoring can be a problem.
· Unintentional bias in scoring is possible (Musial, Nieminen, Thomas, & Burke, 2009).
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