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Preparing to Write Exam Cards 
Before writing any exam questions for Free World U, it is essential that you understand our 

instructional flashcard program and familiarize yourself with the resources available through the 

California Department of Education.  The principles of teaching well in general also apply to 

teaching well with flashcards. Flashcards are simply a different tool for providing instruction, 

one that allows us to reach students in a fresh, innovative way.  

 

Understand the Scope of Each Subtopic 

Our curriculum writers have designed a scope and sequence guide for each core subject. These 

annotated guides tell our writers exactly what to include in each subtopic. The guides allow 

writers to focus tightly on individual topics, so our students can quickly choose which subtopics 

they need and then zero in on the knowledge they are seeking. Each flashcard should contain 

only one single piece of information, called a factoid or fact unit. 

Before writing exam questions for a subtopic, you must spend some time exploring the way that 

the concept being assessed is explained in the scope and sequence guide and reviewing the 

California released test items relevant to your assignment. Read the scope and sequence guide 

notes that list important concepts.  Be sure to read the portion of the California Curriculum 

Frameworks relating to the grade level and subject for which you are writing.  

 

You may download the CA Frameworks PDF  at: http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/fr/  

Released Test Questions can be accessed at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/sr/css05rtq.asp 

Understand the Difference between Flashcard Instruction and Exam Questions 

The theory behind writing flashcards for Free World U differs greatly from that for exam card 

writing. 

Flashcard instruction: Flashcard instruction at Free World U takes each instructional topic 

and breaks it into its very smallest parts, analogous to atoms in chemistry.  Students 

assimilate these factoids in isolation, and then synthesize them through application 

flashcards, before ultimately putting the factoids together to demonstrate each skill outlined 

in the curriculum standards. 

Exam card scope: Exam questions assess only the stated outcomes of the curriculum 

standards.  Individual factoids are rarely assessed independently. If the student has learned 

the relevant factoids, he will be able to answer our exam questions. As an important part of 

the team, your job is to pull together the standards and our flashcards and from them create 

an assessment tool to gauge student comprehension. 

Exam card quantity: Each subtopic should be able to be assessed with between one and four 

exam cards.  The number will depend on the complexity of each standard.  Some standards 

are quite straight-forward and are able to be easily assessed in one to two questions.  More 

complex standards require three or four questions. 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/fr/
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/sr/css05rtq.asp
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Understand the Curriculum S trand for the Assigned Subtopic  

Understand exactly what is comprised in the curriculum strand for the assigned subtopic. We are 

assessing only what is expressly included in each curriculum strand. Yes, there are many other 

interesting related facts we might like students to learn, but the proper venue for such enrichment 

is our flashcard program. Exam cards must remain tightly focused on the curriculum standards. 

How to Use the Released Test Items 
When you look at a PDF from the California released test items, you will notice that the last few 

pages include a comprehensive list that shows which standard each released question is designed 

to test. For example, if you are writing questions based on standard 2.0 of Algebra 1, you would 

see that questions 3-6 test that standard. You could then use those questions and their formats as 

a guide for writing your own questions. We would never copy the question used on a California 

exam or any other state exam. All our questions must be original. The released items, however, 

can be very helpful if you are uncertain how to test a particular standard. 

Using Grade Level Appropriate Vocabulary  

We cannot adequately assess how well our students are doing if we are using vocabulary words 

and sentence structure too difficult for them to understand. Keep your vocabulary within two 

grade levels of the grade you are teaching. For a sixth-grade exam card, for example, the reading 

level of the card should be no lower than fourth grade and no higher than eighth grade.  

Microsoft Word has a text-leveling option (turn it on under Tools>Options>Spelling and 

Grammar). To determine an exam cardôs reading level, paste the text into a Word document and 

complete a spelling/grammar check. You will see readability statistics after the grammar check 

has run.  

If the reading level is more than two grade levels above the one that you are teaching, you may 

follow these suggestions: 

¶ First look to see if sentence structure can be simplified. In many cases, breaking down 

sentences brings the reading level into the target range.   

¶ If this does not bring the card into the target range, check for vocabulary required by the 

subtopic. 

¶ Substitute generic words for the specific vocabulary and recheck using MS Word.  As 

long as this lowers the reading level to within the target, you can be comfortable that the 

sentence structure and non-essential vocabulary are appropriate. 

¶ Example: A Grade 2 Social Studies card which reads ñThe leaders tried to use diplomacy 

to solve the problem.ò has a readability rating of 6.0.  The curriculum requires you to 

teach about the use of diplomacy, so you are compelled to leave diplomacy in the 

sentence.  To follow the readability level tips, change the word diplomacy and check the 

readability: ñThe leaders tried to use kindness to solve the problem.ò The readability is 

now 3.6, which is within the target range.  From this, you know that the sentence 

structure and all non-essential vocabulary words are age-appropriate.  You may keep the 

card as you originally wrote it. 
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Writing Exam Cards to Stand Alone  

Each exam question should be short and to the point. Each must, however, contain enough 

information that a student encountering that question out of order can answer the question. No 

card should be dependent upon information presented on a previous exam card. Students who 

have difficulty on one part of the exam will see those questions again in the future, but they will 

see only those questions they missed, hence the need for questions to absolutely stand alone. 

Formatting Exam Questions 

Exam questions are formatted differently than flashcards in several important ways: 

Exam Cards are Multiple Choice:  Each exam question includes four possible answers. You 

will write these four answers, indicating which one is correct.  

 

Exam Card Answers Have a Hint:  This next step is an important one because it separates 

our testing from what you will find anywhere else: Hints for correct answers will reinforce 

why the answer is correct. Each incorrect answer must be supplied with a tip that will help 

redirect the studentôs thinking. In this way, the exam itself becomes a teaching tool. Note that 

while we want to redirect the studentôs thinking, we do not want to supply the correct answer. 

For example:  

 
Exam card answer side, showing incorrect answer with hint. 
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Exam Card Question Style Guidelines 

Importan t note: This section addresses question styles only. You will need to supply a hint to 

reinforce or redirect the studentôs thinking after each possible answer choice. See page 7 for an 

example of this critical step. 

¶ Multiple choice questions include an answer stem and four answer choicesðone correct 

answer and three distractors.  Answer choices are labeled A, B, C, and D, which are not 

followed by a period. 

Q:  In which season does the story take place? 

A winter 

B spring 

C summer 

D fall 

¶ Answer choices should be similar in length.  Answer choices that are significantly longer or 

shorter than the others should not be used. 

INCORRECT: 

Q.  When Union forces seized and took control of Vicksburg in 1863, they also gained control of 

A the Mississippi River. 

B all of the Confederate troops west of the Missouri River. 

C the Confederate army capital in Richmond, Virginia. 

D the entire Confederate Army. 

CORRECT: 

Q.  When Union forces seized and took control of Vicksburg in 1863, they also gained control of 

A the Mississippi River. 

B Richmond, Virginia. 

C the Confederate Army. 

D Appomattox Courthouse. 
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¶ Questions that require students to complete a sentence begin with appropriate capitalization 

and are not followed with a punctuation mark.  Answer choices that complete the sentence 

begin with lowercase letters and are followed by appropriate punctuation. 

Q.  The main purpose of this essay is to 

A convince the reader to adopt healthier eating habits. 

B entertain the reader with an anecdote about the authorôs childhood. 

C persuade the reader to eat only produce that is locally grown. 

D explain the authorôs motivation for eating a vegetarian diet. 

¶ The following emphasis words are italicized in the question stem: not, best, mainly, most, 

mostly, except. 

Q.  In this passage, the author expresses all of these emotions except 

A anger. 

B frustration. 

C apathy. 

D sadness. 

¶ Vocabulary words in the question stem are underlined.  Vocabulary words in the answer 

choices are italicized. 

Q.  The relationship between open and closed is the same as the relationship between 

A tied and bound. 

B light and dark. 

C purple and green. 

D car and bike. 

¶ Answer choices that follow a stem with a question mark are incomplete sentences and begin 

with a lowercase letter.  Answer choices that are incomplete sentences have no end 

punctuation. 

Q.  How does Wylie attempt to make Ben and Vivian feel better after their dog runs away? 

A by baking them cookies 

B by giving them a gift 

C by buying a new puppy 

D by taking them to the movies 
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¶ Question stems should include as much information as possible to reduce redundancy in the 

answer choices.  Answer choices following incomplete question stems should begin with 

unique words. 

INCORRECT: 

Q.  The main purpose of this report is  

A to describe the authorôs opinions on local government. 

B to describe the authorôs opinions on democracy. 

C to describe the authorôs opinions on education. 

D to describe the authorôs opinions on capitalism. 

CORRECT: 

Q.  The main purpose of this report is to describe the authorôs opinions on 

A local government. 

B democracy. 

C education. 

D capitalism. 

¶ Answer choices that follow a question stem with a question mark should follow elliptical 

format. 

INCORRECT: 

Q.  How can the author best provide support for the main idea in this essay? 

A add details about Washingtonôs military career 

B include a picture of George Washington 

C describe George Washingtonôs house at Mt. Vernon 

D summarize George Washingtonôs early life 

CORRECT: 

Q.  How can the author best provide support for the main idea in this essay? 

A by adding details about Washingtonôs military career 

B by including a picture of George Washington 

C by describing George Washingtonôs house at Mt. Vernon 

D by summarizing George Washingtonôs early life 
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NOTE: Asking good questions is only part of the FWU exam writing process. A key 

component of the FWU exams is providing reinforcement tips for correct answers and 

hints to redirect the studentôs thinking in the event of an incorrect guess.  Since the student 

will encounter the question again in her studies the hints for incorrect respomses must not 

give away the answer to the question, but rather redirect the studentôs thinking. Here is an 

example with hints provided in parenthesis: 

Q.  The main purpose of this essay is to 

 

A convince the reader to adopt healthier eating habits. (Correct. The authorôs main purpose is to 

convince readers to eat healthy foods.) 

 

B entertain the reader with an anecdote about the authorôs childhood. (Review is needed. Although 

she tells a funny story from her childhood, this is not the main idea of the essay.) 

C persuade the reader to eat only produce that is locally grown. (Review is needed. Eating locally 

grown produce is important to the author, but this is not her main purpose in writing the essay.) 

D explain the authorôs motivation for eating a vegetarian diet. (Review is needed. The author is not 

a vegetarian. A vegetarian is a person who does not eat meat.) 

You do not have to type the words ñCorrectò or ñReview is needed.ò The software will do that for you. 

Special Instructions for English Language Arts Writers 

You will need to provide examples of short narratives, news articles, poetry, and expository 

writing for students to read and answer questions about. If you are an ELA writer, your editor 

will forward additional information about this process to you. Please carefully review the way 

the California exams use this type of writing prior to beginning work on exam cards. 

 

Common Exam Card Errors 
Avoiding these common errors will help us attain the consistency and the high level of 

excellence that will most benefit our students. 

Exam cards that donôt stand alone: Our students do not always see exam cards sequentially; 

therefore, no cards should rely on another card. Exam cards that begin with phrases like ñThe 

next step iséò or ñAnother reasonéò depend on other exam cards for comprehension and 

cannot be used. 

Broken-up fact units: Questions such as complete the sentence and elliptical questions must 

test an entire fact unit. For example, ñskeletal muscleò is one fact unit, as is ñtropical rain 

forest.ò Testing only part of a fact unit and leaving the rest gives students too much of a clue, 

and results in a giveaway question. 
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Questions that are too hard: Asking students to estimate the Earthôs population to the 

nearest 10,000 is too hard. Similarly, avoid making the question too easy by using only one 

estimate that is within billions of the correct population. 

Questions that are above grade level: Students are required to know only what the standards 

for their grade level demand. We must provide these questions in language appropriate to the 

grade level being tested (see earlier tips about using your computer to check readability 

levels). Familiarizing yourself with the material taught in the subtopic of flashcards will give 

you a good feel for the appropriate questions and vocabulary for the grade level. 

Questions that give away too much information: We want to test what our students know, 

so we need to provide a grade level appropriate challenge for them.  It is important to include 

enough context in your question for the student to be able to formulate a correct answer.  

However, there should not be hints embedded in the question. 

Some flashcard formats may seem useful, but do not teach concepts as well as the formats 

described above.  They are equally inappropriate for exam cards. Avoid the following types of 

cards: 

Yes/no questions and True/False: Yes/no exam cards do not keep students engaged as well 

or cause them to think as actively as other types of exam cards. It is of the utmost importance 

that the answer should not be evident from the way the question is phrased. Exam questions 

will always have four possible answers. 

Either/or questions: Similar to yes/no questions, either/or questions do not require much 

student thought and are therefore ñgiveaways.ò Exam questions will always have four 

possible answers. 

 Q: The lion _______ sleeping. 

 A  is 

 B are 

Questions that have more than one answer listed: We donôt want to confuse students with 

more than one answer, so avoid situations in which multiple answers are correct (e.g. A and 

B are both correct in the example).   

Q:   Which expression correctly shows the product of 3 and x added to the product of 2 

and y? 

A   3x + 2y 

B   3(x) + 2y 

C   3x ï 2y 

D   3 ï 2xy 
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Using HTML  
In our flashcards and exam cards, special characters, font effects, and spacing must be expressed 

in HTML. This versatile language is surprisingly easy to use and can help authors create many 

different effects in their flashcards.  Many of the most commonly used HTML codes have been 

preformatted and are provided in a drop-down menu within Azucar, our exam card writing 

software. 

Please refer to the Flashcard Writing Summary for additional hints on using html codes. 

Guidelines for Using HTML in Exam Cards 

Most HTML coding that you will use is already programmed into our system and can be 

accessed with a quick mouse click. The most commonly used are: 

  Italics.  Test questions use italics on words the writers want to emphasize. For example: 

"Which claim is least supported in this passage?" and "Based on the short story, the narrator 

most likely believes that ..." or "... which step should you do first?"  Italics are used for 

emphasis. Bold type is not. 

  Underlining. Underlining is used to emphasize particular words in a passage that a student 

will be asked about. For example, you might write a paragraph with the word melancholy 

underlined and enough context to help the student understand the meaning of the word. Your 

exam question would ask, "Based on the passage, what does melancholy mean?" 

Note: See the Exam Card Question Style Guide beginning on page 4 for more 

instruction about the use of italics and underlining in exam card questions. 

 Line breaks. Line breaks, again accessible by just one mouse click, are commonly used to 

separate a question from additional information. For example:  

Q: Which word in the sentence is a common noun?  

(followed by two line breaks <br><br>) 

Jack jumped over the candlestick. 

(followed by the A, B, C, D choices) 

 Others. If you are writing math questions, you may need html coding for some special 

symbols. A simple search can help you locate codes for division symbols and other special 

symbols. Your editor can help direct you to more resources if necessary. 

Do not overuse HTML code. We do not use BOLD type or underlined  words to spice up the 

appearance of exam cards. This is highly distracting to readers. 
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Note to ELA writers: We have the ability to link to a PDF from multiple exam cards, so several 

questions can be asked about a specific piece of writing. Ask your editor for details about how to 

do this. We will convert your document into a PDF and supply you with the coding needed to 

link the exam card to the document. 

 

Common Grammatical Errors 
Good grammar is critical to writing good exam cards. Always pay attention to the rules of 

grammar and usage when writing exam cards for Free World U. Errors in spelling, sentence 

structure, style, and diction erode our usersô confidence in our accuracy. Please check the 

changes that your editors make to your exam cards, and work to avoid making similar errors on 

future cards. Some of the most common grammatical errors that we see include: 

Faulty elliptical structure: When read as a statement instead of as a question, the answer 

should plug into the question to form a complete sentence. ñMoonò is not a correct answer to 

ñWhat is the largest object that orbits the Earth,ò because ñMoon is the largest object that 

orbits the Earthò is not a complete sentence. The answer must read ñthe moon.ò 

Hasty proofreading: Before submitting your exam cards, please proofread them at least 

twice. On the first time through, ask yourself if you are testing the subject well. Check your 

work against the standards. Have you tested what the standard asks? On the second edit, 

check your spelling, punctuation, spacing, and other technical issues. Your editors should 

have difficulty finding things to change on your exam cards. Use the preview icon   to 

view every card before submitting them for editing. 

Spelling errors: Please carefully double check your spelling. Itôs a good idea to write your 

questions in a word processing program with spell check capabilities, then to paste them into 

Azucar. As with any writing, do also pay attention to commonly mistaken substitutions of 

homophones that can occur when typing quickly, such as to/two/too, which a spell checker 

will not always catch. When in doubt, use a dictionary.   

Numbers/Numerals used incorrectly: Remember to spell out numbers less than 10, unless 

the numbers are part of a math problem, used in a measurement or percentage, act as noun 

modifiers, or are used next to another number.  

Missing serial commas: Style guides differ on the use of the serial comma, or the comma 

that comes before the conjunction in a list. Some style guides say to write milk, eggs, and 

cheese; others say that milk, eggs and cheese is correct. When writing for FWU, please use 

the serial comma consistently, always writing milk, eggs, and cheese. 
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Using Azucar 
Starting Out with Azucar  
Exam writing at Free World U is done using a custom created program, Azucar.  Azucar closely 

resembles our online Bulk Editor, used for flashcard production.  You may refer to Free World 

Uôs Flashcard Writing Summary for instructions regarding the use of our online Bulk Editor. 

When you have been approved to write exam cards on behalf of Free World U, instructions for 

downloading Azucar will be sent to you. 

 

It is typical to have a delay following your login, in which it may appear that your computer has 

frozen.  This will self-resolve as the program launches.  You will then see the following screen: 

 

 

Click Flashcards to 

access the drop down 

menu. 

 

Click on Containers. 

       

If you have been working on any exam cards, they will now be displayed in list view: 

 

 

Container Title (includes listing of  Number of cards Comments (in this case, listing of 

initials for those who have worked  altered in Azucar which flashcards have exam cards 

with the container)      associated with them) 

Your Name 

When you launch Azucar, 

you will see a login screen 

like the one to the right: 

 

The User Name and Password 

for Azucar are the same ones 

you use to access your account 

at www.FreeWorldU.org. 
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If you have not begun working on exam cards, or if you would like to begin writing exam cards 

for a new subtopic, click on Add New Container: 

 

When you select Add New Container, you will need to drill down through a series of expanding 

menus to get to the desired subtopic.   

For example, to write exam cards for the 3
rd

 grade math subtopic Volume Using Units, you will 

first click on Third Grade  (1), which will open the subjects available in this grade level.  Next 

you will select Mathematics (2), then the topic Measurement and Geometry (3), and finally the 

subtopic Volume Using Units (4). When you have selected the desired subtopic, click Save (5). 

 

Your Name 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

Note: The drill down menu for new containers follows the  

same path as the flashcard subtopic published on  

www.FreeWorldU.org. 
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Writing Exam Cards Using Azucar 
It can be very helpful to compose your exam questions, possible answer choices, and hints to 

accompany incorrect responses in a word processing program.  This will allow you to effectively 

check spelling and readability levels. 

 

When your exam questions for a subtopic are composed, and you have opened the relevant 

subtopic container in Azucar following the instructions above, you are ready to begin adding the 

exam questions to the cards. 

To begin writing exam cards in Azucar, you will click on the Container Title for the subtopic 

container you wish to write for.  This action will bring you to a screen similar to the one shown 

below.  Note the title of the container (the initials of those who have worked with it, followed by 

the school, grade, subject, topic, and subtopic name), located at the top of the screen. 

 

If exam cards are present already (for example, if you began working on a subtopic  but did not 

complete the exam cards and are now returning to them), the associated cards will be listed under 

the headings Title, Status, Last Update, and Question.   

Note: Question refers to the flashcard question associated with the exam card, not to the exam 

question. 

Whether exam cards have already been written or not, you will click on Edit All, located at the 

top of the right menu, to begin writing your exam cards. 

The next screen will bring you to the Azucar version of the online Bulk Editor (pictured on the 

next page). 

The Azucar Bulk Editor will automatically load with the first flashcard of the subtopic visible.  

The flashcard question, complete with any html additions, the answer, and the graphic will be 

visible to you.  The number listed underneath the card title corresponds to the position of the live 

flashcard in the subtopic.   

 

Your Name 



   Page | 14 

 

Azucar Bulk Editor view, showing the first subtopic flashcard displayed in Azucar (above). 

 

Corresponding flashcard live on the Free World U website (below). 

 

 


