
Increasing student completion rate on 
quizzes and exams by using bullet 
points or number prompts

Leaving an answer blank can be a simple question to grade, but it represents a failure in the ability to effectively assess 
student understanding on course assessments. We evaluated whether student completion rate would improve when 
students were provided with bullet points or numbers rather than simply given a large blank answer space for multi-part 
questions. Our findings indicate that students were more likely to complete a question when bullet points or numbers 
were present in the provided answer space. We collected data from 111 samples from classes including Marine Biology, 
Sensation and Perception, and Animal Behavior. In each of these classes, we randomly gave half of the students the quiz 
or test version with the control (blank) and half received a version where one question had bullet points or numbers 
(experimental). We recorded the grade on the question, the quiz, and the portion of the experimental question that was 
completed. While mean student completion rates improved from 88.8% to 99.2% (P < 0.01, 2-tailed unpaired t-test) when 
bullet point or number prompts were given, there was no significant increase in score on the experimental question, mean 
of 72.2% without dots and 79.9% with dots. We found this quick fix to significantly increase student response rate on 
assessments, which not only can increase the chance of student success, but provides instructors with more complete 
assessments allowing them to better assess student achievement of course outcomes.

Background
A common practice on multi-part and short answer 
questions in quizzes and exams is to leave a large blank 
answer space following the question allowing students the 
freedom to write what they know.  We noticed that students 
would more often leave multi-part questions unanswered but 
would attempt other types of questions.  A possible 
explanation is that students are overwhelmed by the large 
blank space, perhaps assuming they either needed to fill in 
the entire area, or they did not realize the multi-part nature 
of the question asked, answering only one part.  To address 
the lower completion rate of these multi-part questions, we 
placed bullet points or numbers in the answer space for 
multi-part questions which prompts students to list and 
explain a set of concepts in their answers.
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Mean student completion rates improved 
from 86.2% to 99.1% (P < 0.05 2-tailed 
unpaired t-test) when bullet point or 
number prompts were given. Error bars 
95% CI.
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• 111 samples from non-major classes (Marine Biology, 
Sensation and Perception, and Animal Behavior). 

• Randomly assigned half the students a blank (control) 
version and half the students a version where one 
question had bullet points or numbers (experimental).

• Recorded the grade on the question of interest, grade 
on the quiz, and the portion of the question of interest 
which was completed.  

• Used a two-tailed unpaired t-test to determine any 
difference in the completion rate or score on the 
question of interest, and the score on the quiz.

References 5

• This technique significantly increased student 
response rate on assessments
• Can increase the chance of student 

success
• Provides instructors with more complete 

assessments allowing them to better 
assess student achievement of course 
outcomes.

• More room for more partial credit

• While this technique did not increase student 
performance as measured by correct 
answers, this formative assessment 
technique provides a tool for which to 
respond to potential student misconceptions

• This is a near zero time investment which 
helps to identify student misconceptions that 
impede student success in subsequent 
coursework.

• Easy fix for the blank box when you want to 
see what students know.

There was no significant increase in score 
on the experimental question, mean of 
73.3% without dots and 80.4% (P < 0.2, 2-
tailed unpaired t-test) with dots. Error Bars 
95% CI. Students in Ecology taking a quiz

Two instructor generated “student quizzes”
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