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To Pass or Not to Pass, That is the Question: Making a Summative Hamlet Test H.O.T. 

 Each year, once the monotony and stress of TCAP/CSAP are over, I begin teaching certain 

subjects I really enjoy.  I love teaching Shakespeare to 5th graders, especially my favorite play: 

Hamlet.  It fits nicely into the year because by April, I have taught the prescribed reading standards 

(in preparation for TCAP), and now I can spend some time really challenging my students with a 

difficult text.  I do not use Shakespeare’s original text completely, however, I do make sure to 

include specific soliloquies and lines in Shakespeare’s own language.  I want the students to hear the 

rhythm and diction of these unfamiliar lines.  I want my students to practice decoding text that is 

difficult so that I can really see if they employ the reading strategies I have taught. 

Project: 

 I converted a multiple choice summative assessment on the play Hamlet to a SMART Response 

clicker assessment.  However, the test is still comprised mainly of lower-level questions only 

designed to test a student’s knowledge of the play.  I want my test questions to move toward 

assessing a student’s ability to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate.  This is quite apt for Hamlet 

because the play is filled with opportunities for analysis and evaluation.  Scholars have spent years 

analyzing Hamlet; why not my 5th graders? 

Procedures: 

 I began with the original, twenty-question exam.   I read through the questions categorizing 

them into Bloom’s taxonomy of questioning.  Not surprisingly, I found that almost all of the 

questions were either knowledge or comprehension questions (see Findings). 



 Based on the increased difficulty of higher-order thinking questions (H.O.T.), I wanted to limit 

myself to converting only 4-5 questions.  I had two decisions to make: (1) which category of H.O.T. 

questions would I create; and (2) which level of Bloom’s taxonomy would these new questions 

occupy?  With these in mind, I created 5 new H.O.T. questions for my summative Hamlet exam. 

Obstacles: 

 The main obstacle was creating the questions.  I narrowed down my H.O.T. categories: 

 Construct items in a different form that originally presented 

 Use novel pictorial materials to measure principles that require students to apply knowledge 

 Provide a condition contrary to fact 

 Discover relationships among similar topics 

 Use charts and tables 

 Given these categories of higher-order thinking questions, I began constructing new, more 

challenging questions.  In some cases, I was able to revise a current question.  However, in most of 

my examples, I created a new question completely different to those on the original test.  My next 

challenge was then to decide if I was going to just increase the amount of questions by 5, or cut out 

existing questions on the test to replace with my new H.O.T. questions. 

Findings (see attachments for both original and revised test): 

 Here are my new H.O.T. questions (correct answers in red): 

1. Who is the last character to die in the play? 



a.  

b.  

c.  

d.  

2. If Hamlet HAD NOT killed Polonius, who would have survived the play? 

a. Ophelia 

b. Ophelia and Laertes 

c. Hamlet, Laertes, Claudius, and Gertrude 

d. Hamlet and Gertrude 

3. How are Hamlet and Laertes similar? 

a. Both have degrees in philosophy 

b. Both have sisters 

c. Both are students who have studied abroad 

d. Both seek revenge for the wrongful death of a father 

4. How are Ophelia and Gertrude alike? 

a. Both went to school in Denmark 



b. Both are unaware of the secret plots surrounding the ones they love 

c. Both are married 

d. Both are in love 

5. What is the following chart (from Act 2) an example of: 

 

a. Plot line of the play 

b. Rising Action, Climax, Falling Action 

c. Cause and Effect 

d. Similarities and Differences 

 The results of the new H.O.T. questions were mixed.  Many of my students enjoyed the newer 

format of the questions (i.e.: using pictures and graphs).  In fact, some felt the questions were easier 

to answer than regular multiple choice tests.  However, a majority of my students (about 60%) did 

not like the new questions.  In fact, these new higher-order thinking questions increased the amount 

of testing anxiety than I felt would have been present with the original test.  Many of these 

questions require one to really think through the play in order to arrive at the best answer.  Overall, 

the class mean score was lower than expected; however, since I did not give the original test, I do 

not have data to compare my results. 

Claudius marries 
Gertrude 

Claudius murders 
King Hamlet 

Ghost appears to 
Hamlet 

Hamlet acts mad 

Hamlet kills 
Claudius 

Hamlet dies 



Lessons Learned: 

 I learned that writing higher-order thinking questions is a challenge, but not impossible.  Too 

often, teachers (me included) just use the included assessment with any prescribed curriculum.  

There are assessments for Everyday Math, Writer’s Workshop, History Alive, etc…  It is easy to take 

these assessments, adjust them a bit for your particular curricular needs, and administer them to 

students.  I spent about an hour total adjusting my summative Hamlet exam to a H.O.T. Hamlet 

exam.  However, I feel confident that over time, I can create a storehouse of H.O.T. assessments in 

all subject areas. 

Next Steps: 

 I plan on adjusting various summative and formative assessments throughout the year.  As I plan 

units of study, I will look at each set of assessments, and adjust them to include higher-order 

thinking questions.  More importantly, however, I plan on increasing the amount of formative 

assessments (assessment AS and FOR learning) in all content areas.  I need to gauge my students 

understanding more frequently, in turn, building a stronger body of evidence to showcase both 

parents at parent/teacher conferences and students during individual conferences. 


