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Short Answer Questions (SAQ) 

Description 

A practical alternative to the long essay question, the short answer 
question is an open ended, semi-structured question format. A struc
tured, pre-determined marking scheme improves objectivity. The ques
tions can incorporate clinical scenarios. 

A similar format is also known as modified essay question (MEQ) 
or constructed response question (CRQ). 

Advantages 

• Better content coverage as compared to long essay question 
• Improved objectivity as the marking scheme can be structured and 

predetermined 
• Less laborious to mark 
• Higher chance for assessment of clinical reasoning 

Limitation 

• If a large amount of knowledge needs to be tested, it is more efficient 
to use MCQs 

Evidence 

• Equal or higher test reliabilities can be achieved with fewer SAQs as 
compared to true/false items (ten Cate, 1996, 1997 cited by Rade-
makers, ten Cate, & Bar, 2005) 
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Suggested Uses 

• Medium stakes progress test 
• End of posting knowledge test 

Example 

The following structure of SAQ is based on the University Medical 

Centre, Utrecht School of Medical Science, the Netherlands (developed 

by ten Cate and J Rademakers) 

Case vignette 
You are a medical officer in pediatrics. You are asked to review a one-
hour-old baby for increasing respiratory rate and sub-costal retraction. 
The baby was born at 35 weeks to a 29-year-old mother via elective LSCS. 
The indication for LSCS was uncontrolled BP. The mother had regular 
follow-up during her antenatal period. She had gestational diabetes and 
pre-eclamsia. 

Question 1: What are the most likely diagnoses? (Name two) 
Question 2: What are the preliminary investigations that you would like 

to perform at this point? (Name three) 
Question 3: For each of the diagnoses list one primary pathophysiologi

cal mechanism. 

Model answer: 
Question 1: Hyaline membrane disease; transient tachypnea of newborn 

(TTNB); (two marks) 
Question 2: Full blood count; chest X-ray; and arterial blood gas (three 

marks) 
Question 3: deficiency of surfactant; failure to reabsorb lung fluid (two 

marks) 

Practical Tips in Writing SAQ 

• Choose a case vignette related to the physician's tasks 

• Link the questions directly to the case vignette 
• Ensure that questions cannot be answered without the case 
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• Specify the number of responses 
• Specify the mark assigned to each question 
• Incorporate basic science principles (e.g. pathophysiology, mecha

nism of action) in the clinical vignette 

Recommended practice 

Use SAQ as an alternative to long 
essay questions 

Use content blueprint 

If a large body of knowledge needs 
to be tested use MCQ instead 

Use of structured predetermined 
marking scheme 

Link questions to the case scenario 

Effect and rationale 

Better content validity and 
reliability 

Better representation of content; 
decreases the chance of overlap 
with other questions format 

MCQ is more efficient in testing 
large body of knowledge 

Improves reliability of marking 

Better representation of clinical 
competency 
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