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But the reason you should not give an opinion to
the sensational enquiries is not that they are sen
sational, it is that they are not asking for your
opinion. They are asking for your expert endorse
ment of their opinion. And in this they are a pointer
to the kind of contact between psychiatrists and the
press which would be beneficial to both.

Good journalists welcome guidance on what is
important in a field, on which questions are worth
asking and which are old hat. And experts, in offer
ing it, avoid the only mistake that can be made with
the media, which is not to answer questions, however
bizarre, but to hand over control of the answers.

Appleby

From guidance it is a short step to more formal con
tact with the press to allow more active use of its
educational potential. Psychiatrists will then have a
greater say in what receives public attention and, by
cultivating specific journalists and offering them a
continual supply of what is newsworthy, will create
another sort of expert.

The pay-off could be great, not merely in selling
newspapers but in selling psychiatry. Closed doors,
like closed shops, are out, public accountability is in
and public funds follow public opinion. It is financial
survival that is at stake in the expert market, and to
act on this is to understand fully what is being asked.
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MCQs in the MRCPsych examinations

DEARSIRS
We are happy to respond to the three interesting and
stimulating papers which you publish concerning
MCQs in the MRCPsych examinations (pp. 87-91).
It would be inappropriate to rehearse here the vari
ous advantages and disadvantages of MCQs: these
have been written about at length elsewhere, and the
reasons for including them in the MRCPsych exam
inations are laid out clearly in the report of the
Working Party for the review of the MRCPsych
examination. Nevertheless we are happy to comment
on certain specific points raised in the papers which
you now publish.

The marking of the MRCPsych examinations
and the establishment of pass criteria are complex
and confidential. We want to make it clear how
ever that there is no single pass mark derived from
the MCQ papers, and candidates should not base
their examination technique on such an assump
tion. They should, quite simply, aim to score as
highly as possible remembering that random
guessing always carries the hazard of being
penalised through negative marks if responses are
wrong.

Over the last two years, separate working parties
have been established in order to collect, compose,
refineand reviewspecificquestions for the three MCQ
papers. Those selected for any paper are further
reviewed by the Examinations Sub-Committee, and
once a paper has been set, finally scrutinised by the
Chairman of the MCQ working parties and the Chief
Examiner. There are thus several filters through which
MCQs must pass. We keep detailed statistics on each
MCQ which has been used, so that we know how well
it serves its purposes in assessing the knowledge
required for a high standard of clinical practice. All
questions are constantly reviewed and up-dated.
Hence it can be hazardous to attempt to compile
banks of questions from memory.

It would be wrong to pretend that MCQs are easy
to devise. What we can say categorically however is
that scrupulous care is taken to ensure that those
which appear in the MRCPsych examinations are
not only structured correctly, but in addition their
content refers to material that is uncontentious and
available to all trainees in their preparatory reading.

Professor H. G. MORGAN
Chief Examiner

Dr P. D. HILL
Chairman, MCQ Working Party
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