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1. Objectives  
Surpass Co-pilot is an AI-powered tool integrated within the Surpass Platform, 
developed to generate distractor options for multiple choice questions (MCQ).  It is 
designed to enhance and accelerate the process of item writing by supporting Subject 
Matter Experts (SMEs) in writing high-quality multiple-choice questions.  

Surpass Copilot key functionality includes: 

• Generating distractors and providing rationale for each distractor. 
• Enabling SMEs to input specific instructions or prompts to generate more 

effective distractors. 

SQA has access to this tool through SOLAR, SQA’s online assessment system.  

The purpose of the trial was to evaluate the effectiveness and accuracy of the AI-
generated distractors compared to traditional, human-written test items. It aimed to 
explore the following key aspects:  

Quality of distractors 

• Are generated distractors plausible and relevant to the questions? 

Item difficulty  

• Do the distractors match the intended difficulty level of the questions? 

Time efficiency  

• Would SMEs need to make significant adjustments to make distractors fit for 
purpose? 

• Would Surpass Copilot enhance the item development process and reduce 
human resource workload?  

The following success criteria scale was used to indicate the performance of the tool: 

Scale Description  
1 Poor Distractors fail to meet expectations, there are significant issues, 

requiring extensive human intervention 
2 Fair The AI shows some benefits, but there are notable deficiencies in 

efficiency, quality and accuracy, leading to a less reliable output  
3 Good Distractors meet the basic requirements with a few minor issues. 

The quality is generally satisfactory with some areas requiring 
improvement  

4 Very 
good 

Distractors are of very good quality, with minor issues that would 
only require some human intervention. There are clear benefits to 
the use of AI. 

5 Excellent Distractors are of high quality, with minimal or no issues. The AI 
exceeds expectations. 
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More detailed information on the criteria used can be found in the SME feedback form 
(See Appendix 1) 

2. Overview of the trial  
The trial focused on evaluating the effectiveness of the AI tool for two subjects: 

• Higher Physics 
• ESOL: National 5 ESOL Reading and Skills for English B1 Reading test 

Two internal SMEs were involved in the trial. The SMEs were responsible for: 

• reviewing the AI-generated distractors to determine their plausibility and 
effectiveness 

• developing prompts to steer the development of AI-generated distractors  

We used past papers in the trial to access pre-existing, quality-assured questions and 
distractors.   

Key steps in the trial: 

1. Uploading of questions 
• Questions and correct answers from past papers were uploaded into the 

system 
2. Distractor generation:  

• Two versions of tests were created: one without prompts and one with 
SME-provided prompts  

3. Review and Analysis of distractors  
• SMEs reviewed generated distractors, analysing their quality and 

relevance  

3. Key findings  
SMEs chose ratings of 1 for Higher Physics and 2 for ESOL:  

1 Poor Distractors fail to meet expectations, there are significant issues, 
requiring extensive human intervention 

2 Fair The AI shows some benefits, but there are notable deficiencies in 
efficiency, quality and accuracy, leading to a less reliable output  

 

In its current iteration, the AI tool still requires substantial input from SMEs to produce 
the items. The tool offers limited value and would likely increase the time spent on 
reviewing and rewriting items to meet the required standards. 

Below is the list of key insights: 

Quality of distractors: 
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• The overall quality was inconsistent, with many distractors being implausible or 
irrelevant to the question context. 

• While justification may appear correct on the surface level, the underlying logic 
can sometimes be flawed (both with and without prompts). In Physics, it 
generates distractors that are not always based on the data provided in the 
question.  

• At times, the tool generates distractors that are actually correct answers, stating 
in its justification that the option could distract the learner by ‘being a less 
commonly known answer.’  

• The tool performed slightly better with traditional question formats (direct 
questions), but encountered difficulties with sentence completion questions 
and elliptical statements, often misunderstanding the context and generating 
random or irrelevant responses (especially if the statement was not followed by 
ellipses).  

• Distractors were not reflective of the expected thought process of the test taker 
(with and without prompts). The tool fails to replicate how a learner would 
approach tasks, and as a result, it generates items that are not very convincing. 

• Some sources used to justify responses, such as Wikipedia or some blogs, could 
not be considered reliable. 
 

Item Difficulty and discrimination 

• Distractors do not always align with the intended level of difficulty, even when 
specific guidance is provided in the prompt box.  The tool fails to produce 
distractors that are appropriately discriminating.  

Time Efficiency  

• Due to the quality of distractors, significant adjustments would be required to 
make distractors fit for purpose. 

• The system doesn’t appear to be able to generate responses in scientific 
notation, resulting in lots of editing being required. 
 

Other  

• Justifications: The system does not save prompts or rationales for distractors, 
meaning SMEs would not have access to these at later stages of item 
development or the quality assurance process. Currently, the only way to access 
these is by taking screenshots. 

• Test structure: In its current iteration, the system struggles to manage the 
typical SQA National 5 ESOL test structure, where 10 questions follow one long 
text. This is likely a limitation of the test platform rather than the AI tool itself. It 
handles shorter texts better, producing slightly better-quality distractors. In 
Physics, there are many formatting issues, such as no access to certain math 
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symbols. Since the MathType widget cannot be used in the prompts box, it 
significantly restricts the range of prompts.  

• Visual data:  For subjects requiring graphical content, the tool is currently 
restrictive as it lacks the capability to generate graphs within the answer options 
and cannot interpret or incorporate graphs in questions.  

• Prompts: The current approach of using a single prompt box may lead to 
confusion and inefficiencies, as prompts related to formatting and those 
targeting specific domain knowledge are mixed together. This risks unclear or 
inconsistent outputs and poses a challenge for scalability. As more item writers 
get involved, it could become harder to ensure a consistent approach across 
users.  Mixing different types of prompts makes the process more prone to errors 
or oversight.  
 

See Appendices 2 and 3 for examples of prompts and AI-generated distractors.  

4. Recommendations  
The following list highlights key areas that would need to be addressed to support item 
writing for SQA assessments effectively. 

Justifications and feedback  

• Provide an option to save rationales and suggested distractors for use at later 
stages of item development and quality assurance, ensuring easy access and 
reusability.  

• Ensure that justifications clearly and directly address the instructions in the 
prompt box, improving the alignment between input and output.  

• Enhance the feedback mechanism by allowing users to flag and annotate issues 
with distractors and enabling the tool to learn and improve based on SMEs’ 
input. (Copilot 2.0 will allow sharing feedback however it won’t be interactive and 
will be limited to reporting items that are incorrect, inappropriate or offensive.) 

• Consider implementing adaptive difficulty scaling, so the tool can adjust the 
complexity of the questions based on user feedback and requirements. 

Prompts 

• It might be beneficial to introduce two separate boxes for prompts:  
o Formatting prompts, which could be standardised and reusable across 

different questions and tests, ensuring consistency and reducing the 
need for repetitive input. 

o Domain-specific prompts, which would focus on the subject matter and 
difficulty level. 

• Incorporate a functionality to create and maintain a bank of prompts, including 
generic and subject-specific prompts, for efficient, consistent and scalable item 
generation. 

bor00187
Highlight

bor00187
Highlight



5 
 

• It would be beneficial to have access to more training on prompt engineering, 
focusing on what works best and what is most and least efficient. It could help 
SMEs maximise the AI’s potential.  

Domain-specific knowledge  

• Allow users to upload domain-specific knowledge and customise the system by 
training it with user-provided data (available in Copilot 2.0). 

• Enhance the tool’s functionality to support the generation of graphs and enable it 
to read and interpret graphical content. 

User Experience 

• Improve the platform’s user interface and navigation to make it more intuitive, 
user-friendly and interactive, allowing for smoother interactions between the 
user and the tool. 

• Enable a version control feature to allow SMEs to track changes, compare 
different iterations of questions and revert to previous versions if necessary.  

• It would be beneficial to be able to save the questions, along with the 
corresponding justifications, as a Word or PDF document.  Having documents 
readily available outside of the system interface would improve content 
accessibility. It would reduce the risk of errors or miscommunication caused by 
inconsistent methods of saving and sharing content.    

Formatting 

• Enhance functionality for formatting to ensure it matches subject-specific 
standards and SQA’s house style. 
 

It is worth noting that Surpass is actively developing Copilot 2.0, which will expand its 
capabilities to full item generation and potentially resolve some of the concerns raised 
in this report. The new version will use the latest AI technology (GPT 4o model), which is 
believed to improve the quality of generated content and will introduce a number of new 
features such as: 

• Possibility of uploading domain knowledge. 

• Auto-completion: Copilot will make suggestions to complete partially authored 
items. 

• Customer-controlled training data and copyright control: the option to choose 
whether to utilise public knowledge data or limit it to organisations’ own provided 
training/ domain data. 
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Useful resources: 

Surpass Copilot 2.0 functionality video  

Surpass Copilot 2.0 FAQ eBook 

 

5. Proposed next steps 
• Trial Copilot v2.0 to evaluate its new functionality and determine if it offers 

improvements over the previous version.  
• Trial ChatGPT Plus for item development. This version allows users to upload 

domain knowledge and is user-friendly with intuitive navigation.   

https://vimeo.com/985571101/65c1e41331
https://surpass.com/en-gb/copilot/faqs/
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Appendix 1  
 

Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) evaluation of AI-
generated distractors    
  
  
Paper ID:    
Subject:    
SME:    
  
Complete the table below with your feedback on AI-generated distractors   

1. Reflect on each criterion based on the provided guiding questions  
2. Choose the rating that best represents how the criteria have been achieved.  

  
Success Criteria Scale   
Scale  Description   
1  Poor  Distractors fail to meet expectations, there are significant issues, requiring 

extensive human intervention  
2  Fair  The AI shows some benefits, but there are notable deficiencies in 

efficiency, quality and accuracy, leading to a less reliable output   
3  Good  Distractors meet the basic requirements with a few minor issues. The 

quality is generally satisfactory with some areas requiring improvement   
4  Very good  Distractors are of very good quality, with minor issues that would only 

require some human intervention. There are clear benefits to the use of AI.  
5  Excellent  Distractors are of high quality, with minimal or no issues. The AI exceeds 

expectations.  
  
  
Success 
Criteria  

Guiding questions    Feedback   Rating  

Quality of 
distractors   

• Are the distractors plausible and 
relevant to the questions? 

• Are there any instances where 
distractors are misleading or 
ambiguous?  

• Are the distractors varied and not 
repetitive across different 
questions?  

• Are there any patterns that reduce 
the effectiveness of the 
distractors?   

• Do the distractors show less/ more 
bias than those created by SMEs?   
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Item difficulty 
and 
discrimination   

• Do the distractors match the 
intended difficulty level of the 
questions?   

• Would they discriminate well 
between high and low-performing 
test takers?  

  

 
  

Time 
efficiency   

• Would you need to make 
significant adjustments to make 
distractors fit for purpose?  

• Are there any limitations that could 
affect scalability?  

• Would you agree that the use of 
Surpass Co-pilot could enhance 
the item development process  

 
  

Overall Quality  • How would you rate the quality of 
AI-generated distractors compared 
to human-generated ones?  

• Are you satisfied with the quality 
and relevance of the AI-generated 
distractors?  

• Would you recommend using AI-
generated distractors for 
formative/ summative tests?  
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Appendix 2 
SME: Andrew Shield  

Higher Physics  2024 Higher Physics Paper 1 Multiple choice Question Paper (sqa.org.uk) 

Prompts and AI-generated distractors  
Q1  

Prompts:  

Ensure all distractors are common arithmetical mistakes made when using the formula v^2=u^2+2as. 

Ensure answers are given to 2 significant figures. 

Ensure answers are not based on selecting the wrong formula. 

Ensure answers complete the sentence in the stem that asks the question. 

 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sqa.org.uk%2Fpastpapers%2Fpapers%2Fpapers%2F2024%2FNH_Physics_Paper1-Multiple-choice_2024.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CAgnieszka.Cozas%40sqa.org.uk%7C8acb467b56a2455c6cca08dcf29b6be8%7C2bc4b4d8b4154f6c8bb82c2985d7171f%7C0%7C0%7C638651999433366875%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=3awKT0t6FNoyqm8w%2BEedkqFZNW2NDTkosscqkwaDFWA%3D&reserved=0
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The rationale given for the first two suggested distractors is unclear, and I cannot work out how the AI is 
coming up with these numbers. 

The third suggested distractor has ignored the instruction not to base suggestions on selecting the 
wrong formula. 

None of these are usable distractors. 

 

While the first distractor is possible numerically, it would be suitable but not for the reasoning 
suggested by the AI. The AI is incorrect in basing its assumptions on the acceleration not being 
constant – the acceleration is defined as a single value and is therefore constant. 

The reasoning behind the second suggestion is invalid, as an alternative way of calculating the 
response is to first use the data to calculate t and then calculate s. I can generate 14 by making two 
separate arithmetic mistakes, but it’s not one we would choose to use, because it relies on making two 
mistakes.  
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This is not a valid rationale for the response suggested. Using the relationship shown gives the correct 
answer of 17 m. Again, it is making an incorrect statement about acceleration not being constant. I 
cannot see a way of using the data given to give a value of 27. 

 

Summary for question 1. Most of the AI distractors are unusable, and the one that is usable is for a 
different reason to the rationale given by the AI. It would be much quicker for the person writing the 
question to generate distractors and the distractors are more likely to be appropriate ones to use. 

 

Q5 

Ensure answers are based on common arithmetic mistakes that candidates may make when using the 
correct formulae. 

Ensure answers are not based on the selection of incorrect formulae. 

Ensure answers are given in scientific notation and to two significant figures. 

Ensure answers complete the sentence in the stem of the question. 
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None of the options have been given in scientific notation as requested.  

The first suggested distractor has a rationale that is complete nonsense. It has given an incorrect 
answer but to two significant figures as requested, and claims that it is the same as the correct 
response but rounded to 1 significant figure. 

The second distractor is also nonsense and I cannot arrive at the quoted number, no matter what I try 
with the data. 

For the third distractor, ignoring the height difference gives a numerical response of 7.5 × 104 W and not 
what it is suggesting.  

 

Q7 

Answers must be based on applying time dilation formula. 

Answers must not be based on choosing an incorrect formula. 

Answers must be based on common, likely arithmetical mistakes that candidates will make when 
calculating the dilated time. 
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Answers must be given to three significant figures. 

Answers must not be randomly generated incorrect numbers, they must be based on using the data 
given in the question. 
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Having given the prompt that responses must not be based on choosing an incorrect formula (the 
required formula is given in the relationships sheet that we give candidates), the AI has generated the 
first two responses based on ignoring the prompt. It also hasn’t stated the correct formula either, in its 
rationale. Neither distractor would be considered plausible or usable. 

The third distractor is based on a completely nonsensical rationale of using 3.01… . This just would not 
happen (they’re given 3.0… in the data sheet). Plus, the speed of light would not round to 3.01, it 
rounds to 3.00. 

None of these distractors is in any way usable. The actual distractors in the question worked and were 
based on the common arithmetical mistakes that candidates would make when determining the time. 

 

Q9 

Ensure answers are in the format of I only, or I and III only, or I, II and III. 

Ensure answers cover a range of incorrect and correct responses. 
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Whilst I have managed to get the AI to give the correct format for responses, rather than it generating 
random statements of its own, and the suggestions are mostly usable. The rationales for each are not 
correct. For the last option, it has introduced an option of statement IV, when there are only three. So 
that one is completely unusable. 

Statements I and III are correct, statement II is incorrect. 

Suggestion 1: II and III only is a usable distractor, but the peak frequency is actually greatest for star Z 
and not star X as claimed by the AI. Statement III is correct and not incorrect as stated by the AI, it is 
determined from the graph and a bit of knowledge. 

Suggestion 2: a usable option but the AI thinks all three statements are incorrect, which isn’t correct, 
as I and III are correct. 

Suggestion 3: a usable distractor but not for the incorrect rationale given by the AI. The greater the peak 
wavelength the lower the temperature. 

The other suggestions (apart from the one with statement IV, which is unusable) fall under similar 
categories – a usable distractor but not for the reasons given by the AI. 

Q10 
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Ensure all distractors are particles covered in the SQA Higher Physics course specification. 

Ensure all distractors cannot be classified as a fermion. 

 

 

Only the ‘photon’ distractor is usable and for the reason stated. 

The suggestion of electron isn’t appropriate – the AI has ignored the instruction that it cannot be 
classified as a fermion (and the rationale actually states it is one). 

The suggestions of proton and neutron are also incorrect. Whilst protons and neutrons are hadrons, 
they are also fermions. The AI has suggested a further three correct responses and only one potential 
distractor. 

Q12 
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Ensure distractors are either from misunderstanding how beta decay affects the atomic number and 
mass number or from confusing it with alpha decay and misunderstanding the effect on the atomic 
number and mass number. 

Ensure the element symbol is correct for the atomic number chosen to account for the decay. 

Ensure options are expressed in the correct chemical format. 

 

I could not get the AI to generate distractors for this type of question. 

Q14 

Ensure all distractors are things that could be altered within the experimental set up or the 
experimental procedure. 

Ensure no responses involve changing the light meter. 

Ensure responses are specific and not generic. 
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These distractors were generated using just the first prompt. All are unusable and indeed based on 
spurious arguments for being incorrect. 
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These three distractors were generated by adding further prompts. Again, none are usable and all are 
based on spurious arguments. For example, suggesting a different light filter when there isn’t one in the 
experiment. It appears that the AI has been unable to determine what a systematic uncertainty is. 

We would use none of the suggestions and end up writing our own. 

 

Q15 

Ensure answers are in the format of I only, or I and III only, or I, II and III. 

Ensure answers cover a range of incorrect and correct responses. 
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Whilst I’ve managed to get the system to generate the correct style of response, and the options could 
be used, the AI rationale behind each is incorrect. All three statements in the question are correct and 
indeed the strict definition of coherence is that the waves have a constant phase relationship (which 
means they have the same frequency and speed). The AI ‘thinks’ that some of the facts are not true. 

 

Q17 

Ensure all distractors are given in scientific notation. 

Ensure all distractors are given to three significant figures. 

Ensure all distractors are based on common arithmetical errors when calculating the speed. 

Ensure all distractors are based on using a refractive index for diamond of 2.42 and a refractive index 
for air of 1.00. 

Ensure distractors are not based on selecting an incorrect formula. 

Ensure distractors are not based on rounding errors. 
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None of these distractors are usable and indeed the last one isn’t even a speed, it’s a frequency. The AI 
has ignored the instruction not to base answers on rounding errors. It has also failed to present the 
options in scientific notation, as requested. 

 

Q18 

Ensure all distractors are given to two significant figures. 

Ensure all distractors are based only on using the values given in the circuit diagram. 

Ensure all distractors are based on making errors in combining the resistances in the circuit. 

Ensure that responses are based on the correct direction of current flow - that current is a flow of 
electrons from negative to positive. 
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I added the final prompt after generating these three distractors, as the AI had made a fundamental 
error about electric current. None of these are usable and it would appear that the AI isn’t able to pick 
up what is in the diagram, as it is a mixed series and parallel circuit. 

After adding the final prompt, it generated the following: 
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There is still nothing usable here, and all suggestions would be rejected for being completely 
implausible or not being a response that can be achieved using the data in the question. 
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Appendix 3  
 

Examples of prompts and AI-generated distractors for ESOL questions 

National 5 ESOL and Skills for English B1:  

o Generate distractors that are at CEFR (Common European Framework of 
Reference) B2/B1 level  

o Distractors should be level-appropriate and test reading comprehension 
at CEFR B2 Level 

o CEFR B2 overall level description: test takers can read with a large degree 
of independence, adapting style and speed of reading to different texts 
and purposes, and using appropriate reference sources selectively. Has a 
broad active reading vocabulary, but may experience some difficulty with 
low-frequency idioms. 

o Test takers should have an opportunity to demonstrate the following skills 
(B2): 

▪ understand detailed language written in English  
▪ identify the overall purpose, main points and aspects of detail  
▪ identify how vocabulary, language features and text structures are 

used to convey meaning 
▪ identify clearly expressed opinions or attitudes 

o Distractors must be clearly incorrect but plausible based on the 
information provided in the text.  

o Distractors should be based on misinterpretations or incorrect inferences 
of the text that are appropriate at CEFR B2/B1 level 

o Distractors should be rooted in the text and should not rely on information 
outside of the passage  

o Distractors can present information that is the opposite of what is stated 
in the passage, as long as it is sufficiently challenging for B1/B2 level 

o All options should be of similar length and style 
o In your justifications, explain clearly why distractors are incorrect and a 

weaker test taker may choose this distractor  
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Examples of ESOL distractors and justifications (with prompts) 

Example 1  

 

Surpass Copilot misunderstood the task and provided random distractors, not answering the question.  

 

Original question  
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Example 2  

 

Distractors are of better quality, but would still require adjustments. They are potentially too open to interpretation and could be deemed too 
ambiguous at this level  

Original question:  
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Example 3 

 

Distractors 2 and 4  are relatively good but would require adjustments.  Justifications provided are rather superficial and focus on understanding of 
one word only.  

Original question:  
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Example 4 (short text from Skills for English B1 Reading practice test) 

 

Some generated distractors could be deemed correct and are open to interpretation. For example ‘the printer is not user friendly’ The justification for 
this is a bit nonsensical. The word compatible’ in the first distractor is above level. 

Original question: 

The writer is complaining because the...  
a. instructions for the printer aren’t in English.  
b. ink for the printer is difficult to find online.  
c. printer isn’t good enough value for money.  
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Example 5 (short text from Skills for English B1 Reading practice test) 
 

 

Distractor 2 matches the distractor in the original question and distractor 3 could be deemed fit for purpose.  Distractor 1 is not really rooted in the 
text and would not be sufficiently challenging for this level. Justifications for distractors: ‘at least 3 hours’ and ‘have experience’ are not very 
convincing because they fail to reflect the thought process expected from a B1 candidate when approaching this question.  

Original question:  

It is essential that volunteers... 

a. are friendly.     b. can cook well.      c. own a car. 
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